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Rage Revisited

I write this editorial as the jury is contemplating the fate of Timothy McVeigh,
who was recently found guilty of perpetrating the worst act of domestic Ameri-
can terrorism. McVeigh’s pathological response to perceived injustice should
make us more sensitive than ever to the legitimate grievances felt by many in
our society and should help us consider how the gospel might enable people to
channel their anger into human and societal transformation or to process their
pain in a way that will not let God or the Christian community step aside from
the call for justice. The essays in this issue, written by members of the faculty
of Wartburg Theological Seminary and edited by Professor Norma Cook
Everist, revisit the questions of rage in our society and they also analyze other
cultural encounters.

Roger W. Fjeld suggests what the church has to offer as we minister in the
midst of rural discontent. *“Rural” refers to family farms, but it also includes
occupations like ranching, mining, forestry, and recreation. We must challenge
the too-easy innocence on the part of those who feel they are being unjustly
treated by economic and social forces. People engaged in righteous causes
need to be reminded of their own unrighteousness. Despite widespread anti-
institutionalism in our society, institutions are of crucial importance for achiev-
ing meaning and purpose in life, and the churches are the institutions best
situated to offer direction to a culture in crisis. Institutions deserve to be trusted
until they abuse that trust. If the church is to be a leaven in an endangered
society, it needs to call people back to a responsibility for each other and for the
created order.

L. Shannon Jung notes some of the current violence is a response to a
second evil—systemic discrimination. There is some truth in the radical right’s
belief that the overclass sees young, white, blue-collar, rural males as a minor-
ity that is dumb, violent, and expendable. Since many rural people feel that the
American dream they have pursued is a sham, rural churches ought to support
advocacy groups and foster communities of moral deliberation that see justice
as constitutive of the gospel. As churches, we offer an alternative way to
confront the same injustices which give paramilitary groups a reason to exist.



Craig L. Nessan explores the religious rationale of the racist right,
sometimes known as Christian Identity. Many of these groups hold that Jews
are descendants of Eve and Satan and believe that the mixing of the races is
original sin. Their racism extends to their Christology, imagining Jesus to be of
the white race and taking as literally as possible his condemnations of the
religious leaders of his day. They fear that Jews have a massive conspiracy to
destroy the white race and identify degeneracy in such phenomena as interracial
marriage, gay rights, feminism, and gun control. They expect to pass through a
coming tribulation and anticipate battle with the “Zionist Occupational Govern-
ment.” There are cultural, economic, and religious explanations for the rise of
these radical groups, and they take root exactly where individuals are angry and
threatened, or feel like they have lost their voice. Responding to Christian
Identity and related developments provides the church with an occasion to
redouble its efforts in education, advocacy, and constructive theology.

Norma Cook Everist takes the burning of the Black churches as an
opportunity to explore the inadequate ecclesiology of American Civil Religion
and the various stratagems used to defuse or deny the reality of the church
bumings. A double crime lies at the beginning of American history: what to
do with the people who were already here and how to understand and relate to
people brought here against their will in slave ships. America has denied it
needed a redeemer while it has striven to be a redeemer nation to the world.
Paradoxically, the lack of inclusion in the ecclesiology of the civil faith both
oppressed African Americans and allowed them to carry their own creedal
convictions into the public arenas. If we are to affirm civil religion at all, it
must have an inclusive ecclesiology which values the particularities of faith
communities. All of us need to help rebuild the Black churches and press for
more vigorous investigation of the acts of arson that set them ablaze.

Alberto Pereyra discusses the social implications of the phenomena
associated with the Virgin of Guadalupe. While there are connections between
Aztec deities and the piety associated with Mary and Christ in Mexico, the
center of Guadalupe’s attention was not the splendor of the Spanish plans, but
the poverty and misery of those who live on the periphery of society. The
cultural clash of sixteenth-century Spain and Mexico was resolved in the brown
Lady of Guadalupe. Still before us is the challenge to welcome, learn from, and
incorporate Indian spirituality.

Ralph W. Quere believes that Johann Sebastian Bach presents a paradigm
for modem communication of the gospel through music. The Western liturgy
has evangelistic power precisely because of the Word its words bear. Church



musicians need to be more willing to compromise on tunes while maintaining
the integrity of the texts. He finds a new evangelistic model in the recent
Lukan-musical, “Most Excellent Theophilus,” which makes Jesus’ “mission
statement” in Nazareth the criterion for the events selected from Luke’s gospel.
Reflecting on the music and words of Bach’s passions can give us criteria for
evaluating and producing contemporary musical presentations of the gospel.

We are all tempted to defuse rage by circumscribing it or by blindness to
the issues to which it responds. Revisiting rage allows us to identify the
peculiarities of a Timothy McVeigh, but it also forces us to eschew reconcilia-
tion that is too quick or too easy. Anger may be a proper response to the
brutalities of modern life, but anger may also reflect self-righteousness or a
perverse projection of anxieties onto others. Revisiting rage requires us to take
it with ultimate seriousness and respond to its causes with strategies aimed at
radical transformation.

Listen to the cries of the outraged:
“Feel our pain!”
“Don’t just stand there; do something.”

Yours, for revisiting,

Ralph W. Klein
Editor




Ministering in the Midst

of Rural Discontent
]

Roger W. Fjeld

President and Professor of Church History

Wartburg Theological Seminary

Rural America is in the midst of a season of
discontent. Across the land significant
numbers of rural people feel burdened,
misunderstood, and sometimes exploited
and bitter. Some are angry and some are
moved to violence. Extreme cases—the
Freemen in Montana, for example—make
national news, and sometimes that is all the
rest of America sees or understands about
rural discontent.

The great jurist, Oliver Wendell
Holmes, noted that “extreme cases make
bad law.” In a similar sense, vigilantes and
militia groups are the extreme groups that
block a better understanding of the more
moderate, serious realities in rural America
today. Those realities deserve to be ex-
plored in settings that promote reasoned
discourse and broad perspective.

The church can help create such set-
tings and contribute to the dialogue. The
church is not expert in many of the rural
issues and needs to avoid claiming more
expertise than it has. But we know some-
thing about removing the barriers to rea-
soned discourse and about broadening per-
spectives. In what follows, I want to sug-
gest what we have to offer as we minister in
the midst of rural discontent. At the same

time it is important to affirm that discontent
does not define rural America today; it
simply describes a dynamic that grips some
people as they struggle with a variety of
issues.

The many faces of rural
America

One of the barriers to helpful discourse is
the narrowness of conceptions of “rural.” I
was born and raised on an Iowa farm, and
there is indelibly etched in my mind a clear
conception of what rural means. But there
are other, quite different and equally rural
realities—ranching, mining, forestry, and
recreation, to name a few. And beyond that,
there is a growing return to rural America
by people who are not coming to work the
land or natural resources, but who welcome
what rural life has to offer. Allof them have
a stake in exploring rural issues, and all are
potential allies to each other in addressing
those issues.

The church is both local and national; it
knows and serves in all sorts of rural set-
tings. We have the capability tolink various
segments of rural population and rural eco-
nomics into larger dialogues about matters
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of common concen. We can encourage
people to think more broadly about those
matters. We can challenge them to include
the many faces of rural America in their
thinking.

What goes around doesn’t
quite come around

Another barrier to broad-minded, reasoned
discourse isignorance about earlier seasons
of discontent in rural America. Too often
the focus of discussion is so narrowly on the
present that it cannot benefit from what has
gone before. Today’s issues are neither the
first nor the worst that rural Americans have
faced. People who want to do something
about present problems need to have some
sense of the problems faced by previous
generations and about the solutions that
were attempted in relation to those prob-
lems.

There have been repeated crises in ru-
ral America. Some related to nature—
drought, blight, pestilence. Others related
to human activities—overproduction, trans-
portation and marketing monopolies, short-
age of credit. Those stories are readily
available and deserve to be studied to see
what other generations faced and what they
did about their concems.!

At the same time it is clear that issues
and problems never repeat themselves in
pure form. What goes around doesn’t quite
come around. Neither the problems nor the
proposed solutions replicate from one pe-
riod to another. So there are clues from the
past, but no clear answers. The 1996 farm
bill, for example, phases out subsidies and
production quotas over five years. Histori-
cally, uncontrolled production has triggered
two of the worst rural agricultural crises, in
the 1880s and 90s and again in the Great
Depression. But now we produce for a
world market, with overseas purchasing
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power asakey issue. The circumstancesare
similar enough to be worrisome and differ-
ent enough to hold promise.

The church has always believed that an
understanding of history is important for
the present. Too often we have limited that
to church history. We need to care about a
broader historical horizon and encourage
our members to explore those antecedents
toour presentrealities. Atthe sametime we
are learmning, as church and society, not to
trust history too much. It is increasingly
clear that written history has the character
of evidence rather than simple fact. It is
evidence in the sense that values often dic-
tate what was judged important at a given
time, what was considered worth remem-
bering as that time passed, and what we
consider worth recovering as usable for the
present and future. In extreme cases, there
is deliberate reduction of history to propa-
ganda for or against some group or cause.
There have been times when that has hap-
pened in relation to rural issues, but more
often the distortions in ourremembering are
the result of focusing too narrowly and
welcoming supporting evidence too uncriti-
cally.

Human nature in question

Another barrier to reasoned discourse is the
tendency of rural partisans to understand
themselves in entirely too innocent terms.
Most rural Americans are Christians or at
least perceive themselves as standing in the
American religious tradition. As such, they
are conscious of the reality of sin and most
are willing toconfess their sinfulness, though

' find two surveys especially helpful:
Robert C. McMath, Jr., American Populism
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1993); Richard
Hofstadter, The Age of Reform (New York:
Vintage Books, 1955).



often not at so basic a level as “by nature
sinful and unclean.” Americans of most
religious persuasions have long since moved
to a much more shallow understanding of
personal sinfulness.

When such people see themselves as
victims of injustice and enlist in a cause
seeking to right the wrong, it is easy for
them to think of themselves as righteous. In
relation to the injustices, they may be right.
But too often that sense of righteousness is
generalized, so that partisans no longer re-
flect on their own contributions to a broken
world. There is something aboutcauses and
movements that tempts members to feel
independently righteous. Suddenly sin—
greed, selfishness, violence, exploitation,
etc.—describes others, but not ourselves.

This denial of personal and group bro-
kenness is endemic in the American experi-
ence. David Noble, in The Eternal Adam
and the New World Garden? says that
Americans, to the extent we identify with
Adam and Eve, identify with them before
the Fall, not after. That is, we may be naive
and do mistaken things, but we and our kind
are relatively innocent.

Rural Americans are no exception. In
fact, they are doubly vulnerable because, in
the value system of the founders of the
American nation, the yeoman farmer was
the ideal citizen. That yeoman farmer was
aman who, with just his wife and children,
carved outa nearly independent living from
the land and never sought to be anything but
asolitary farmer. In thatform, it was mythic
from the beginning—a kernel of fact em-
bellished to provide an ideal. In fact, the
typical immigrant farmer or rancher or log-
ger came here both to escape old-world
restraints and to “get ahead.” Thus the
yeoman was a capitalist from the word go
and engaged in the universal human broken
condition, while nurturing a relatively in-
nocent self-image.

Fjeld. Ministering in the Midst of Rural Discontent
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If that illustration is too dated, look at
the rural crisis of the 1980s in relation to the
discontent of the 1990s. Today one sub-
stantial complaint is the growing monopoly
exercised by grain companies and meat
packers. It is a serious issue, not unlike the
transportation monopoly exercised by rail-
roads in the 1870s-1890s; the era Mark
Twain dubbed “The Gilded Age.” The
danger of a marketcontrolled by processors
at the expense of both producers and con-
sumers is real and the stakes are high. But
some of those who, in the 1990s, cry out
against big corporations, had little com-
punction, in the 1980s, about buying up the
farms of their hapless neighbors. So the
image of the family farm is invoked by
people who wiped out lots of family farms!

The point is that people engaged in
righteous causes need to be reminded of
their own unrighteousness. Seldom do reli-
gious people in such causes acknowledge
their own sinfulness. The church needs to
call them to account, even as they call their
oppressors to account. Otherwise rural

2David W. Noble, The Eternal Adam and
the New World Garden (New York: Grosset
and Dunlap, 1971).
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f the church

istobe a
leaven in an endangered

society, it needs to call

people back to a
responsibility for each
other and for the
created order.

people will go on simplifying the problems
they face and proposing unrealistic or
unachievable solutions.

Rural people are not going to welcome
that sort of message any more than peoplein
any other segment of the population. Butit
isanessential Word that needs to be spoken
into the dialogue, if that dialogue is to be
useful. It will have to be a biblical Word,
because anything less than that will not be
persuasive.

Learning to live in and
through institutions

It is an American trait to distrust institu-
tions, especially large and distant ones. The
earliest immigrants from Europe came, in
part, to escape the claims of the powerful
institutions—the government or the mili-
tary or the church. The Declaration of
Independence pits individual liberty against
the encroachments of foreign governments.
The Civil War was, at least in part, a protest
against federal control over state and local
governmental units. Therural protests noted
earlier—against Eastern banking interests

andagainst railroads—were protestsagainst
institutions, not just businesses. The politi-
cal campaigns of 1994 and 1996 made ma-
jor issues out of the size and activities of the
federal government.

The same issue crops up in the life of
the churches in America. From the begin-
ning, there has been a preference for
“church” to be conceived in purely local
and congregational terms. Out of European
experience (but also out of bias) there has
been a suspicion of church at any wider
scale. Bishops and popes have been espe-
cially suspect, butso have what we now call
judicatories. Seminaries have sometimes
been suspect, because their graduates were
seen as people who unnecessarily compli-
cated theology and church life for self-
serving ends. Infact, revivalism in America
has thrived on the suspicion that religion is
really much simpler than we have led people
to believe.

In the ELCA we have seen this sort of
anti-institutionalism in a number of ways.
There has been a feeling that the church-
wide structure is too large and too dictato-
rial (when, infact, itisasignificantly smaller
staff than the staffs of the antecedent
churches and works in a quite collegial
way). When people call it “Higgins Road”
that is not a compliment; it is an oblique
criticism of a structure that feels alien to
people who are prone to feeling alienated
from large institutions. And reference to
“bishops” often invokes images of arbitrary
power when, in fact, our bishops have more
responsibility than they have power. Anti-
institutional sentiment has that power to
distort reality and undermine the legitimate
functions of institutions.

Robert Bellah and his co-authors have
written in defense of institutions. In The
Good Society they argue that institutions
are essential to the good life; that Ameri-
cans should be building up their institutions
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rather than trying to escape them. They note
that “it is much harder to build trust than to
loseit. But that is our problem in the United
States: we have begun to lose trust in our
institutions.” The search for individual
meaning and satisfaction is doomed from
the outset, they argue, because it is pre-
cisely in and through institutions that we
find frameworks for meaning and satisfac-
tion in life.

None of this is meant to be a panacea
for institutions. All of them, including the
organized church, are prone to misuse their
mandates. Even as we need to invest in our
institutions, we need to hold them closely
accountable for their stewardship. But in-
stitutions deserve to be trusted until they
abuse that trustand deserve to be restored to
trust, not destroyed in the name of “cleans-
ing.” What we need to combat is the knee-
jerk reaction to any attempts by institutions
to exercise their obligations to us and for us.

We can contribute significantly to that
recovery of belief in the usefulness of insti-
tutions if we are willing to offer a better
understanding of the church than “the gath-
ering of the like-minded.” Too often church
life becomes an exercise in individualism,
from individual conversions to a solitary
sense at the altar to private needs privately
expressed. We need to recover the power
and identity that is ours because we are the
Body of Christin and for the world. In that
model, unanimity is not necessary and the
only like-mindedness that is required is
“have this mind among yourselves, which
you have in Christ Jesus...” (Phil 2:5).

The development of a pro-institutional
posture rather than an anti-institutional one
is no easy matter. The predisposition to
distrust what is large and distant is so pro-
nounced that holders of that disposition are
easily angered when they are challenged to
re-examine their attitudes. It takes both
skill and courage to build a positive under-

standing of church as Body of Christ. That
model becomes a call to discipleship and to
stewardship, at a time when people are
moreinclined toindependence and the needs
of the self. Butifthe churchistobe aleaven
in an endangered society, it needs to call
people back to a responsibility for each
other and for the created order.

The call to be stewards of life

The call to stewardship, in fact, will be one
of the distinguishing marks of the church, if
we are faithful to our calling in the years that
lie ahead. Oursis a culture that has become
self-directed and self-indulgent toa danger-
ous degree. People in all segments of the
population are inclined to honor their own
immediate needs and to be blind to the
claims others have on them. An old Quaker
proverb says, “We do not inherit the land
from our parents, we borrow it from our
children,” and therefore we have responsi-
bility to return what we have borrowed in as
good or better shape than when we bor-
rowed it. That case can easily be broadened
to include the whole moral and spiritual
universe, not just the land.

It has become fashionable to decry the
self-indulgence of the younger generations
of Americans. The tendency by critics is to
call people to be more disciplined in their
lives; to work harder and save more and
control their behavior. While that may be
true, it is a shallow response to a much
larger issue—what people understand as
meaning and purpose in life. The earlier
book by Robert Bellah and his co-authors
documented a troubling fact of American
life. Habits of the Heart describes a ten-
dency on the part of Americans to measure

3Robert Bellah, et al, The Good Society
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991).
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life in purely personal and relative ways,
denying any permanent or transcendent
claims on them. It also describes how often
such people are surprised at how empty
their lives are. Those who succeed in their
quest for independence are less satisfied
than those who are enmeshed in a web of
relationships and obligations to family,
work, and community.* One hears an echo,
there, of the biblical assertion, “Those who
find their life will lose it, and those who lose
their life for my sake will find it” (Mt 10:
39).

We can offer a dose of theological
reality into laments about American life,
including rurallife, by reminding each other
that we are not our own, we were made for
apurpose and bought with aprice. Ourlives
are not our own to dispose of as we see fit;
they are gifts from God for the common
good, and it is time to recall us to a commit-
ment to that common good. These are the
sorts of things that are regularly given lip-
service in the thinking of Christians, butitis
time to drive the matter home before itis too
late—before we lose the remaining glue
that holds American society together.

Rural America has a great deal to offer
the rest of America and a hungry, needy
world. Those who live and work on farms
and in forests and mines deserve the respect
of those who benefit from their labors. Theirs
isan essential role in service to the common
good. It is high time we move toward
common purpose in service to each other
and in obedience to the One who is Lord of
all.

What, then, does the rural church have
to offer, as it seeks to minister in the midst
of rural discontent? As noted earlier, it can
offer a broader sense of what is rural, it can
learn and share some of the history of other
periods of discontent, it can challenge too-
easy innocence on the part of those who feel
they are being unjustly treated by other

economic and social forces in American
society, and it can invite people to under-
stand the crucial importance of institutions
for meaning and purpose in life.

The rural church can also understand
that it has the potential to stand in a unique
relationship to community and culture. In
The Good Society the authors argue that the
churches are the institutions best situated to
offer coherence and direction to a culture in
crisis. The churches should be able to
transcend the culture in order to see what
others do not see and at the same time to
embrace the culture on behalf of God who
cares for and redeems the fallen world.

The danger, as we minister in the midst
of rural discontent, is that we settle for being
justone more discontented voice—an echo
of the crisis rather than a beacon pointing
beyond the momentand the besetting issues
to our common calling as believers and
stewards. If the church can transcend the
moment, so will its people be able to see that
larger picture, and if the church can em-
brace the world as an instrument of God’s
purposes, so will its. people understand bet-
ter their calling in life.

“Robert Bellah, et al, Habits of the Heart,
Individualism and Commitment in American
Life (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1985).



Rural Rage: Lessons
from the Oklahoma
City Bombing

L. Shannon Jung

Director, The Center for Theology and Land

Professor, The Schools of Theology in Dubuque

The Freemen in Jordan, Montana, and the
Unabomber brought militias back to our
attention. They are part of a wider issue:
rural rage. The rage of rural Americans
connects the events associated with Jordan,
Waco, Ruby Ridge, and Oklahoma City.
Thatrage is most evident in a group that can
be seen as a new minority: young, blue
collar, white, rural men. The Oklahoma
City bombing, in particular, points to a
pervasive sense of disenfranchisement and
the suspicion among rural peoples that they
are simply not represented in the public
sector; their voices are stifled. They cer-
tainly feel that the government ignores their
pain, and often that the church does also.!

This article will argue that the evil of
violence can be understood as a response to
a “second evil,” the evil of systemic dis-
crimination, which rural people experience.
By describing this evil from the perspective
of rural Americans and trying to understand
the reasons for their anger, the article seeks
to open a discussion about how Christian
churches mightresist that evil and work for
justice.

Rural peoples, long held to be the most
patriotic and supportive of the nation,don’t
think the governmentcares about their prob-
lemsorthem. A surprising 82% believe that
“most public officials are not really inter-
ested in the problems of the average man,”
as compared to 75% of all Americans
(NYTimes survey, 8/27/95).

Their feelings have a basis in reality:

The long-term tilt of U.S. farm policy
away from the medium-sized producer and
the absence of policies directed at rural
development in the U.S. are well known.
Lessobvious, emerging injustices are starkly
visible to all rural people; the most power-
ful one—a gradual but steady loss in their
standard of living—is one that is spreading
nationally to all but the wealthiest 20%, the
so-called overclass. This is a nationwide
phenomenon, but has significant impact on

! Catherine McNicol Stock links the
Oklahoma City event with a long tradition of
agricultural revolt in a new book, Rural Radi-
cals: Righteous Rage in the American Grain
(Ithaca, NY: Comell University Press, 1996).
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rural peoples who frequently supplement
farm incomes with or otherwise depend on
low-benefit, minimum wage, working-class
jobs.

Events in 1995 and 1996 exacerbated
the sense of rising inequity: labor disputes;
lawsuits threatened or brought against ma-
jor corporate packing plants and corpora-
tions—e.g., ADM; and sellouts connected
with the meat packing industry, especially
hog and pork production. The degree of
rural poverty was rising again. Not only is
the rate of rural poverty higher than that of
urban residents, the situation for rural chil-
dren is comparatively worse off as well.
With anticipated cuts in welfare, farm pro-
grams, health insurance, and other social
programs, rural poverty will almost cer-
tainly escalate.2 There are grounds to sup-
port the suspicion that the deck has been
stacked against blue-collar working people;
much of this activity seems designed to
keep wages low.? There is some evidence to
support the notion of collusion among the
top buyers and packers in food supply in-
dustries.

Such events as the Oklahoma City
bombing cannot be séen as occasional nor
explained only by reference to rural loca-
tions; it is important to uncover their roots.
The rise of paramilitary and Christian radi-
cal right groups has found fertile soil in
rural America, and especially among those
whoare feeling disenfranchised. Whatdoes
this mean? The decisions of trial juries will
not go far toward helping us examine the
underlying causes of this behavior. The
danger is that an element of scapegoating
may seduce the church as well as other U.S.
institutions and citizens into seeing such
cases as limited in meaning to the activity of
a few individuals.

This phenomenon may be surfacing
most obviously with one particular rural
group. Young, rural, blue-collar, white

males have less to lose than their older rural
counterparts. They have less to start with;
their futures seem even more uncertain.
They have grown up in an historical period
when the government’s legitimacy was al-
ways in question. They have been suscep-
tible to those ideologies and groups who
seem to offer them some control over their
future. They feel discriminated against, and
indeed there is enough reality there to sup-
port such a hypothesis.

There is a great deal to be learned in
thinking of the Oklahoma City bombing as
a signal of a pervasive sense of injustice
among rural people. The bombing may
have been an attempt to gain control, to get
governmental attention, to say no to disen-
franchisement. As such, the act may be the
pathway into understanding the nature of
evil. By understanding rural frustration and
the quiet, desperate rage of those who are
powerless to preserve their land or values,
we may be able to see the event as indicative

2See the Statistics in Rural Conditions
and Trends, Economic Research Service,
United States Department of Agriculture, Fall
1993, pp. 46-53.

30One phenomenon, widespread in its
rural impact, is especially illustrative: the
employment of large numbers of immigrant
peoples. Meat-packing plants, produce-
harvesting farm sectors (grapes, tomatoes,
lettuce, sugar beets, etc.), and low-wage
service jobs—all are rural industries which are
employing immigrant peoples, often to the
detriment of long-term local residents. George
J. Borgas summarizes the impact of “The New
Economics of Immigration,” Atlantic Monthly,
November 1966: “Current immigration
redistributes wealth from unskilled workers,
whose wages are lowered by immigrants, to
skilled workers and owners of companies that
buy immigrants’ services, and from taxpayers
who bear the burden of paying for the social
services used by immigrants to consumers
who use the goods and services produced by
immigrants” (p. 80, passim).
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of a carcinogen whose growth became vis-
ible in Oklahoma City. Rural people have
lost the sense that they have a place, the
sense that they exercise any power. Some-
thing has fallen off the shelf. The action
goes far beyond a mere disdain for the
federal government; rather the federal gov-
emnment has been identified as the oppres-
sor in order to explain the depth of what this
group feels has happened to them.

What is the nature of the evil
at work?

It would be a mistake to see the actions in
Oklahoma City as involving only one kind
of evil: the violent and heinous murder was
deliberately timed to kill people and not
only make a symbolic statement. The evil
was premeditated, stark, brutal, monstrous.
Atthe same time the roots of that event may
uncover another evil, far less obvious, whose
perpetuators are far harder to find culpable.
In the end the second evil is more powerful
and more potentially explosive than the
first. Even when only a small number of
people participate in an act of overt vio-
lence, that act may be the outgrowth of
underlying conditions which are affecting
any number of other, especially rural, people.
This evil is pemicious precisely because
those who are perpetuating it do not recog-
nize that it is evil; indeed, it appears to be
well-intentioned. For example, legislators
who create farm policy whose effects they
do not understand may think that they are
benefiting the commonwealth or even farm-
ers when in fact their laws are creating
enormous psychic and economic pressure.
This evil masquerades as good; it majors in
self-deception.

Rural people experience this evil. The
second wave of reaction in rural America to
the news of the bombing—after the initial
anger and belief that Palestinians had done

it, and then shock that Americans could
have—was that it was understandable; rural
people comprehend the popularity of the
militia and the temptation to despair of the
political process, even as they decry the
actions of perpetrators. Perhaps, however,
it was only rural Americans who did pro-
foundly understand the intensity of the an-
ger that erupted in Oklahoma City. Media
interviewers seldom seek out their voices.

Understanding the second evil is sig-
nificant for rural pastors, as well as for the
larger church. After all, Christians are not
immune to cultural forces; people in Chris-
tian congregations—and even their pas-
tors—are affected in ways beyond their
conscious desire or control. Moreover the
nature of the second evil is that itis not only
external, it creeps into our souls and begins
its subtle work of self-deception there. In-
justices are notonly external threats; as they
infiltrate our consciousness, they begin to
corrupt our ability to distinguish good from
evil. The issue is complicity. The culture
tempts Christians to identify whatis legal—
even if it is unjust—with what is Christian.
Part of the destructiveness of the second
evilresides in the hopelessness it generates,
its capacity to dissolve a person’s self-con-
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trol. Onthis level, the actions of hate groups
and perpetrators are representative of im-
pulses that are boiling in the countryside.

There is a contrast between the pre-
meditated nature of the evil of the bombing
and the insidious, disguised, slowly creep-
ing evil of the erosion of people’s quality of
life. One is a manifest evil; the other is
latent. One is clearly perpetuated by iden-
tifiable agents; the other evil is perpetuated
throughinstitutional, legitimate systems and
millions of agents. The firstis an event; the
second so much a part of the fabric of
societal organization that those of us who
are ideologically opposed to it nevertheless
transmit it. The second evil is systemic
discrimination that gradually destroys the
lives and distorts the perspectives of rural
peoples. The public signs of this are the
economic disadvantage of rural people and
the way they have been culturally stigma-
tized.

Calling this second evil “systemic dis-
crimination” suggests thatit is not premedi-
tated by any particular group. It is not
oppression in that no one planned or in-
tended it. One clear example is the ease
with which money can now be electroni-
cally transmitted around the world. That
has decoupled local bankers’ accountabil-
ity and their investment in the local commu-
nity. Thoughunintended, thisevilis clearly
corrosive. It snuffs out life by degrees. The
power of subtle, routine, officially legiti-
mate conditions disenfranchises lower-in-
come people and contributes to the loss of
family life because this evil is integral to the
strategies recommended for negotiating con-
temporary life. Its power resides precisely
in its normality, its acceptance as routine—
e.g., the terms on which loans are made or
the process of credentialing for well-paid
positions. The everyday nature of oppres-
sion blinds us to its being pernicious—
indeed sinful.

This second kind of evil is one that
implicates middle-class members of main-
line churches. They eschew violence in the
name of Christ but cannot at the same time
understand the formative destruction that
accompanies working class and poverty
class people’s daily grind. Many middle
class Americans cannot shake off the feel-
ing, not just the thought, that they are also
caught in the web and their fortune is con-
nected to others’ misfortune— through the
tax laws, the Social Security system, or the
status they inherited. Bluntly put, there is
some truth in the radical right’s belief that
the overclass sees young, white, blue-col-
lar, rural males as a minority that is dumb,
violent, and expendable. The middle or
upper class are implicated in the bombing.
That this act was “homegrown”—that s, an
event that had roots in U.S. soil—was ini-
tially a shock, unbelievable. Christians are
called to locate the roots of the event and to
confront injustices that, however much or
partially, precipitated it.

It is all-too-human to avoid, even un-
consciously, one’s own stake in others’
condition. Facing complicity can happen
when one understands what the rage of rural
peoplesisabout. Then one can ask whether
they have any stake, any share, in the event
in Oklahoma City. This second evil works
with self-deception and not-quite-conscious
avoidance and denial; it twists its way into
one’s soul. It requires a powerful commu-
nity to face the way systemic discrimination
affects those practicing discrimination and
not only those who experience the force of

4See David C. Korten, When Corpora-
tions Rule the World (West Hartford and San
Francisco: Kumarian Press and Berret-Koehler
Publishers, 1995). Korten argues that the
logic of dominant corporations’ mode of
operation renders their effects unpremeditated
(in essence computers, not men and women,
make the investment decisions).
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subjugation. The church can be such a
community.

Indeed, as Will Campbell or Reinhold
Niebuhr would remind us, part of the Chris-
tian heritage is that we are free to be recon-
ciled with our enemies.> Campbell never
tired of reminding us to apply Jesus’ adage
“to love our enemies” to the Ku Klux Klan.
To be sure, part of the work of love may be
anger and judgment. Reconciliation that is
based on fuzziness or willful neglect of
questions of right and wrong is not true
reconciliation. Jesus did say, “Go and sin
no more.” A self-righteousness born of
trying to avoid complicity may blind one to
the complexity and ambiguity of the mo-
tives of those committing hate crimes.
Christians can at the least entertain the
possibility of there being some realistic,
even legitimate, origin of paramilitary and
radical right Christian rage. There may be
some truth there that those who believe in
the one who called himself “the Truth” can
consider. The church needs to understand
these dynamics in order to try to avoid both
self-righteousness and further complicity.

How is the second evil
widening?

The dynamics in rural culture that might
have contributed to the bombing are not
hard to find. They are not unique to rural
America, but they have a distinctive face in
the countryside. There is a smoldering
anger among rural people who feel that the
American dream they have pursued was a
sham. Those values of hard work, indepen-
dence, freedom of decision-making, and
faith in the system have not “paid off.”
There is frustration and anger when the
valuesand beliefs rural peoples have trusted
betray them.
There is a hostile dependency in rural
" America. The dependence of farmers’ in-

he everyday

nature of
oppression blinds us to
its being pernicious—
indeed sinful.

come on federal farm policy and tax ar-
rangements creates a rage against those
who thereby control and influence farm
practices. Furthermore, it appears that, hav-
ing created a dependency on subsidies, the
grounds of the farm economy are now being
shifted towards a market economy again
and away from supports. The phenomenon
of hostile dependency, not unknown in ado-
lescence, has a parallel in what Garry Wills
calls “constitutional anti-governmental-
ism.”¢ The authority of government is be-
ing challenged from the ground up. There
is a crisis of legitimacy that is spreading to
other institutions, like business and the
church. Willspointstoa “delegitimatizing”
process which has been at work for some
decades now and notes eleven areas the
militias and other right-wing groups are

3See e.g., Reinhold Niebuhr, Love &
Justice, ed. D. B. Robertson (Cleveland: The
World Publishing Company, 1957), 218-31,
and Will Campbell edited the journal
Katallagete: Be Reconciled from 1965 to
1989; for a brief overview of his work, see
Perry H. Biddle, Jr., “Of Alms and a Man
Who Sings: The Life and Times of Will C.
Campbell,” Sojourners 22:40-41, 43, May
1993, and Jan Nunley, “Evangelizing the
Klan: Responding to Rage on the Right,” The
Witness 75:8-11, December 1992.

$Gary Wills, “The New Revolutionaries,”
New York Review of Books, August 10, 1995,
50-55.
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identifying as evidence of the illegitimacy
of federal acts: taxation, the jury system,
regulations, police power, schools, family,
religion, citizen militias, constitutionalism,
corruption,and guns. Whatis striking about
this list is not its deviance from blue collar
or even middle class complaints but its
proximity to complaints about loss of free-
dom, powerlessness, and pressures to ac-
cept lower standards of living. In short, the
crisis of legitimacy has to do with not feel-
ing valued, which underlies and reinforces
systemic discrimination.

Inmany ways rural, blue collar men are
at the front of a national trend. “U.S. wages
are at their lowest point in 20 years and
declining,” according to Lori Walach, di-
rector of Public Citizen’s Global Trade
Watch. Lester Thurow reports that median
real wages for all full-time male workers
have fallen some $3600 in the last two
decades. A majority of American workers
have suffered real wage reductions while
the per capita domestic product was rising.”

Not every law or regulation affecting
rural and working folksisillegitimate. Farm-
ers and other small business owners, how-
ever, have little voice in setting rules and
limitations that control their work. For
example, national policies support “cheap”
food and low prices for agricultural prod-
ucts. Small businesses have to meet wages,
sanitation, and working condition guide-
lines. These people also feel discriminated
against by the injustice of having to meet
regulations without receiving just compen-
sation either for that or for their risk-taking.
While many of these elements affect rural
people, virtually all of them seem to come
down on one particular group: white males
with working class incomes. Many are
angry about the injustice of having to subsi-
dize the federal government’s cheap food
policy or clean water and air policies out of
their incomes. They think the burdens asso-

ciated with these goals should be distrib-
uted more fairly—for example, through
higher prices for their product or a different
inheritance process.

Exacerbating or at least accompanying
thatanger and frustration is a growing sense
of powerlessness and loss of control. Farm
families, on average, realize only 17% of
their income from farm sources; they de-
pend on factory or service or other jobs for
the remaining 83%. When George Bush
and Bill Clinton pressed for free trade agree-
ments they encouraged the local factories
and service industries of rural America to
relocate to the magquiladoras of the Mexi-
can-American border or to the Philippines.
Those other jobs that farmers had depended
on were terminated. New ones emerging in
the countryside are taken over by recent
immigrants. Too often these rural people
feel no one listens—not his or her govern-
ment, neighbor, pastor, not even God. The
sense of powerlessness and loss of control
in a very few cases deepens into paranoia
and the fear that someone “has it in for
them.” In reality there are just enough
grounds for those feelings so that they some-
times simmer into plausibility, especially if
such feelings are shared by a peer group.

How can the church resist
evil and promote love of
neighbor?

It is important for church and civic groups
tounderstand the rage and powerlessness of
rural peoples. Thatrage is deeply grounded.
It may erupt into other terrorist acts, and is,
in part, the productofinjustices. The sources
of that rage and hostility—systemic dis-
crimination—flourish in urban and even

7See Lester C. Thurow, “Companies
Merge: Families Break Up,” New York Times,
Sunday, September 3, 1996, Op-Ed p. 13.
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older suburban neighborhoods as well.
‘Where should people experiencing destabi-
lization place their hope? When false reli-
gions—the American dream of success, the
effectiveness of violent reaction, the hope
of insulating ourselves from others and de-
pending on our own capacities—fall flat,
where is the gospel? What does the church
have to offer?

Extremists offer false hope to people
who are desperate for it. We in the church
know that only God is a dependable source
of hope. This is a mandate, a challenge for
groups like the Town and Country Alliance
for Ministry, acongregationally-based com-
munity organizing group in rural Jones,
Clinton, Scott, and Jackson counties, Iowa.
Its co-director, Mary Farwell, hit the nail on
the head when she told me that what is
happening inrural culture isacall for church
groups “to confront the system that is deny-
ing hope to rural people. There has to be an
alternative to extremist groups. We do not
offer quick or easy solutions, but we do
question a system that doesn’t respond to
people or give them hope.” Rural churches
can support advocacy groups and foster
communities of moral deliberation who see
justice as constitutive of the gospel of Jesus
Christ. ’

Churches are important. They can pro-
vide a community of support and some
reality-checks which help people evaluate
paranoid attitudes and avoid desperate so-
lutions. Some rural people believe they
have no one to turh to. If this is the case,
extremist groups quickly supply their own
uncritical analysis and enemies’ list which
appears to make sense of the situation. If
the church does not provide a “sacred
canopy” which makes sense of the person’s
experience and helps them confront injus-
tices, another group- will. If the church
ceases to embody a transcendent perspec-
tive which deflates paranoia and yet also

identifies injustices, then the church has
capitulated to the religions of the culture
and the groups which support them.

Judy Heffernan, Director of the Meth-
odist Town and Country Heartland Net-
work, says that “In this climate some people
may feel as though they have nothing to
lose. I am afraid that if the church fails to
recognize that there are some good reasons
why people are angry, we may deny them a
voice and unwittingly push them into a
corner. Though nothing can condone the
tragedy in Oklahoma City, the church needs
to understand the injustices in the system
that can push people to extremes. Certainly
Jesus did not always side with respectable
people.”

There is here a clear call for rural
churches, many of whom can understand
the feeling of being unheard, to counteract,
however possible, the elements of hope-
lessness and despair that exist in their com-
munities. Many rural churches have come
to terms with their own anger and despair
and have dealt constructively with the chal-
lenge of what at least appears to be neglect
on the part of denominational as well as
other structures. They have learned to live
out the gospel of Jesus Christ by reflecting
the worth of every person to God. Those
churches inspire the rest of the church by
demonstrating what it means to be the body
of Christ which exists for the sake of the
world, empowered by the Spirit. They are
communities of care and hope which offer
an alternative to paramilitary groups which
use apocalyptic Scripture to portray them-
selves as God’s agents. As churches, we
offer an alternative way to confront the
same injustices which give paramilitary
groupsaraisond’etre. By being alertto our
own economic and class bias, we can begin
to become alert to homegrown injustices
and the systemic evil embedded in law and

policy.
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Headlines draw our attention to the volatile
mixture of extremist religion and extremist
violence: David Koresh and the Branch
Davidians at Waco, militia movements af-
ter the bombing at Oklahoma City, the trial
and conviction of Timothy McVeigh at
Denver, the militancy of the Freemen in
Montana, and the “seccession” of the “Re-
public of Texas” from the United States.
The tragic burning of the Branch Davidian
buildingsat Waco, Texason April 19,1993,
claiming the lives of 74 persons in addition
to those lives lost in the initial raid on
February 28, has had many consequences.
Critical voices have been raised against the
role played by the government in proceed-
ing according to a “hostage rescue” sce-
nario rather than taking seriously the reli-
gious motives of David Koresh and those
who followed him.! To dismiss Koresh as
“the wacko from Waco” and his message as
“Bible babble” was to fail to grasp how
religious beliefs are at the heart of this
movement and to misjudge how a peaceful

settlement might have been possible. Seri-
ous engagement with the apocalyptic reli-
gious beliefs of the Branch Davidians, al-
though they stand in striking similarity with
much popular religion in America, has been
noticeably absent.?

More ominousthan these scholarly criti-
cisms of the Branch Davidian debacle are
those voices emanating from what Michael
Barkun calls “the racist right.”* It is prob-

! James D. Tabor and Eugene V.
Gallagher, Why Waco? Cults and the Battle
for Religious Freedom in America (Berkeley:
U. of California Press, 1995) and Stuart A.
Wright, Armageddon in Waco: Critical
Perspectives on the Branch Davidian Conflict
(Chicago: U. of Chicago Press, 1995).

2Craig L. Nessan, “When Faith Turns
Fatal: David Koresh and Tragic Misreadings
of Revelation,” Currents in Theology and
Mission 22 (June 1995): 191-99.

3Michael Barkun, Religion and the Racist
Right: The Origins of the Christian Identity
Movement (Chapel Hill: U. of North Carolina
Press, 1994).
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ably no coincidence that the Oklahoma City
bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal
Building occurred on April 19, 1995, the
twoyear anniversary of the inferno at Waco.
With the smoke from the embers of the
Branch Davidian buildings arose an alarm
that sounded far and wide among paramili-
tary, “patriot,” and far-rightreligious groups.
Computer networks, fax networks, audio-
tapes, videotapes, and printed material all
resounded with the warning that such gov-
emment intrusion and interference with the
right to bear and keep arms was also immi-
nent against their own groups. The rhetoric
from Soldier of Fortune magazine is not
atypical:

The fuse on the Waco disaster was lit by
the knuckle-dragging pariah of pistol-
packing feds, the Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco & Firearms (ATF). The ATF
alleges a laundry list of legal violations
by cult members, some over which the
ATF even has jurisdiction. The main
allegations involve illegal machine gun
conversions. But nothing—nothing—
anyone in the cult might have done
comes even close to justifying what the
government did to them.*

Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols, ac-
cused of executing the Oklahoma City
bombing, are known for their sympathy
with the ideology of the racist right.

The publicity surrounding this case
uncovered a disparate association of disen-
chanted groups who at least share with the
Branch Davidians an apocalyptic world-
view, dualistic thinking (particularly lead-
ing to tensions with government officials
and policy), preoccupation with the right to
possess weapons, and usually afew strongly
opinionated and vocal leaders.® The rest of
this article will analyze the religious ratio-
nale commonly shared among these groups
which goes by the name “Christian Iden-
tity” and consider a genuine Christian re-
sponse. Although few innumber, the voices

emanating from the Christian Identity move-
ment demand careful attention as a threat to
the central Christian claim that the gospel of
Jesus Christ is for all people.

Christian Identity and the
racist right

The racist right consists of a loose coalition
of groups, diverse in specific beliefs, whose
worldview is decisively shaped by anti-
Semitism, racism, conspiracy theories, and
a fascination with violence. The individu-
als who affiliate with such groups do so at
various levels of commitment. Some share
sympathy but do so from a distance. Others
relate, at least initially, with regard to a
singleissue, so-called “bridge issues” (e.g.,
taxes, Waco, gun control). These issues
entice the disenchanted to take a closer
look. Still others participate with regularity
at group gatherings. At the core are a fairly
small number of “true believers” who rally
around key leaders.

Michael Barkun, a premiere scholar on
the subject, estimates 100,000-200,000
members of the racist right in the United
States.5 These individuals relate to such
organizations as the Ku Klux Klan, John
Birch Society, American Nazi Party, Neo-

*James L. Pate, “A Blundering Inferno,”
Soldier of Fortune (July 1993), 38, quoted in
Tabor and Gallagher, 131.

3The Branch Davidian movement itself
differs from the Christian Identity groups at
many significant points, particularly in its
premillennialism and its attempt to interpret
the Book of Revelation as predicting contem-
porary events. It is important to stress that the
Branch Davidians themselves are not directly
shaped by Christian Identity, although they do
share the aforementioned characteristics.

¢Michael Barkun, “Militias, Christian
Identity and the Radical Right,” The Christian
Century 112 (Aug 2-9, 1995): 740.
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Nazi Skinheads, Posse Comitatus, Aryan
Nations, The Order, Christian-Patriots De-
fense League, and a host of militia and
survivalist groups (Freemen, Militia of
Montana, Michigan Militia Corps, Arizona
Patriots, etc.).

Among those belonging to the racist
right, Barkun further estimates that 20,000
30,000 adhere to the basic precepts of Chris-
tian Identity, an umbrella term which refers
to the common religious ideology of those
who affiliate with the racistright. Christian
Identity beliefs are promoted and nurtured
in a great variety of small churches, Bible
study groups, and political organizations,
together with the books, magazines, and
pamphlets they publish. Some of the orga-
nizations representing Christian Identity
convictions are Covenant, Sword and Arm
of the Lord; Church of Israel; Church of
Jesus Christ Christian; Church of the Cre-
ator; the American Covenant Church; and
the Christian Defense League. The use of
words like “Christian” and “Church” in
these names may easily deceive the secker
about their agenda. Barkun dates the for-
mative yearsof Christian Identity from 1937-
1975.7

Christian Identity beliefs

Twonineteenth century movements deserve
brief mention as antecedents of contempo-
rary Christian Identity: British Israclism
and Pyramidism. The central claim of Brit-
ish Israelism is that the lost tribes of Israel
actually migrated to northern Europe, set-
tling in Britain, Germany, and Scandinavia.
Thus the true chosen people are not the Jews
but the Anglo-Saxon and Aryan peoples.
This conviction appears in many permuta-
tions with many fallacious arguments, for
example, that the British people derive from
the tribe of Ephraim while white Americans
“descend from the tribe of Manasseh.®

A second curious antecedent of Chris-
tian Identity is found in the esoteric lore of
pyramidism. Founded by David Davidson,
pyramidism claims that greatreligious truth
and an exact periodization of history are
embedded in the precise mathematical pro-
portions of the great pyramid of Cheops in
Egypt.® Recent Christian Identity writers
demonstrate considerable ambivalence to-
ward pyramidology, especially as they re-
sist predicting dates.

Because of the loose structure of the
groups that reflect Christian Identity influ-
ence, it is impossible to speak about its
beliefs except in general terms. There ex-
ists no binding creed. Christian Identity
leaders select and interpret Scripture refer-
ences to reinforce racist ideology, based on
a highly idiosyncratic interpretation of the
Bible. In every case, Christian Identity
believers operate from a starkly dualistic
worldview, interpret history as driven by a
grand conspiracy, anticipate their own par-
ticipation in an imminent apocalyptic war,
and, above all, are committed to an ideol-
ogy of white racial superiority and anti-
Semitism. We will examine Christian Iden-
tity beliefs from four angles: (1) myth of
origins, (2) racist Christology, (3) interpre-
tation of the present situation, and (4) an-
ticipation of the coming apocalypse.

1. Myth of origins. Christian Identity
goes far beyond British Israelism in anath-
ematizing Jewish origins. Its interpretation
of human creation establishes the basis for

"Barkun, Religion and the Racist Right,
47-71. Early leaders who decisively shaped
Christian Identity include Gerald L. K. Smith,
Conrad Gaard, Bertrand Comparet, William
Potter Gale, Wesley Swift, and Richard Butler.

8 Barkun, Religion and the Racist Right,
345.

9For example, George R. Riffert, Great
Pyramid: Proof of God (Havermill, MA:
Destiny Publications, 1952).
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a total demonization of the Jews. Whereas
Adam and Eve are the true parents of the
“Adamic,” i.e., white race, the Jews have as
their original parents Eve and Satan.!® Cain,
the original murderer, is thus the son of the
devil, which makes Jews children of Satan
from their very origin. Cain took his wife
from “pre-Adamic” (i.e., pre-human) crea-
tures, the “mud people.” This makes people
of color also descendants of Satan’s seed.
In essence, original sin is understood as the
mixing of races. Various theories exist to
describe the circuitous wanderings of Cain’s
progeny. Inanadditional racist twist, Chris-
tian Identity accuses the Jews of being those
who originally brought black slaves to the
United States, so further serving to under-
mine and corrupt the purity of the white
race.

Christian Identity’s myth of human
origin establishes the diabolical foundation
for its entire belief system. Jews are
ontologically evil. Christian Identity thus
seesthe Jews destined for all time toengage
in conspiratorial schemes. The entire world-
view is based on racist presuppositions.
Note the preoccupation with the inheritabil-
ity of evil in all that follows. Having de-
monized the Jews, all forms of opposition
are justifiable.

2. Racist Christology. For Christians
the phrase “racist Christology” is a veri-
table contradiction. Christians believe that
in Jesus Christ all the barriers that divide
humankind have been overcome (Rev 5:9).
Yet Christian Identity asserts, through an
extremely biased and selective choice of
biblical texts, that belief in Jesus supports
its racist claims.

Above all, Christian Identity refuses to
acknowledge thatJesusisaJew. Heclearly
cannot be Jewish because Jews are children
of Satan. Jesusis a true Israelite (notaJew),
bornon his mother’s side from pure-blooded
stock, through the line that includes Abra-

ham and David.! Soin Matthew 2:2, Jesus
is not born “king of the Jews” but “king of
the Israelites.” This is defended as the
accurate translation. All of these arguments
lead to the conclusion that Jesus is of the
white race.

In his ministry Jesus presents himself
asanew Moses, agiver of laws. Hedeclares
his mission: “I was sent only to the lost
sheep of the house of Israel” (Mt 15:24).
This is construed to mean Jesus came only
for the true Israelites, i.c., Anglo-Saxons.
The New Testament polemic between Jesus
and Jewish religious leaders becomes a
matter of racial division to demonstrate
Jesus’ absolute opposition to the Jews. In
John 8, for example, Jesus appears to call
into question that the Jews are children of
Abraham (8:39). ThenJesus’ own words in
8:44 are cited to nail down Christian
Identity’s racist ideology: “You are from
your father the devil, and you choose to do
your father’s desires.” Finally, the infamy
of the Jews is sealed for all time when they

19 Jerry Walters, “Inside Extremist
‘Theology,”” The Lutheran 8 (Nov 95): 24.

1John R. Fry, “Hate Crime in America”,
Church and Society 80 (May-June 90): 18f.
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hristian Iden-

tity interprets
contemporary history
according to the frame-
work of a comprehen-
sive conspiracy theory.

become “Christ killers™: “Then the people
as a whole answered, ‘His blood be on us
and on our children!’” (Mt 27:25).

Ignoring the first-century context of
Jesus’ conflict with the religious leaders of
his own Jewish heritage, Christian Identity
exploits the potential of the New Testament
for anti-Semitic interpretation to the fur-
thest degree. This is the kind of vicious
invective that leads to holocaust. The cen-
tral message of Jesus’ mercy, forgiveness,
and compassion is limited to the white race
only. One can scarcely imagine a more
blasphemous distortion of the Christian
gospel!

3. Interpretation of the present situa-
tion. Christian Identity interprets contem-
porary history according to the framework
of a comprehensive conspiracy theory.
Following the lead of the nineteenth-cen-
tury work, Protocols of the Elders of Zion,
the Jews are responsible for a massive con-
spiracy to destroy the white race and its
civilization. Because of the identity of the
Jews’ ultimate ancestor, this conspiracy is
finally directed by Satan.

Proponents of Christian Identity be-
lieve that, particularly after the second World
War, control of the United States govern-
ment has been taken over by Jews and their

allies. The United States has come to be
dominated by what Christian Identity be-
lievers name as the “Zionist Occupational
Government.” They see evidence for this
takeover in diverse phenomena, e.g., that
the Federal Reserve stands above and be-
yond legal control, the passage of the six-
teenth amendment to the Constitution which
authorizes Congress the authority to collect
income taxes (this is claimed to be a central
plank of the Communist Manifesto), Presi-
dent George Bush’s advocacy of a “new
world order,” the alleged degeneracy of
school curriculum, and the passage of gun
control legislation (contra the second amend-
ment).

Participants with the Jews in their con-
spiracy are the United Nations, Trilateral
Commission, Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency (FEMA), Federal Reserve,
IRS, FBI, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco,and
Firearms (BATF), Council on Foreign Re-
lations, Anti-Defamation League, Masons,
World Council of Churches (along with
non-Identity churches of all kinds), the
media, and intellectuals. All of these are in
league with the Anti-Christ as history draws
near to its violent climax.

Christian Identity adherents purport to
be the authentic defenders of the U.S. Con-
stitution (which properly ends with the Bill
of Rights, i.e., the first ten amendments).
The United States must be defended by true
patriots as the white Christian nation it was
intended to be. Thus they see themselves
both as Christians and patriots at the same
time. The original intent of the nation’s
founders was that government should be
run on the local level.

Many followers of Christian Identity,
such as members of the Posse Comitatus
(literally, the “power of the county™), there-
fore refuse to acknowledge any govern-
ment regulation beyond local control. Oc-
casionally, attempts have been made by
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those holding these views to win local elec-
tions.”> In more instances, refusal to pay
taxes, apply for drivers licenses, or obey
federal or state laws have led to antagonism
with government authorities. In the most
extreme cases, owners declare their private
property no longer to belong to the United
States.

Christian Identity asserts there are many
signs which indicate history is moving to-
ward a violentend. In addition to the grand
scale conspiracy which threatens to destroy
the freedom and purity of the white race,
there are other indicators of end-times de-
generacy: interracial marriage, gay rights,
feminism, and gun control. The perceived
intensification of the persecution of “the
faithful” is yet another sign. Government
action against Gordon Kahl, Randy Weaver,
and the Branch Davidians each summon
believers to vigilance in resistance.'* In
spring 1996 the case of the Freemen in
Montana offered new evidence of persecu-
tion to the faithful.'* According to Christian
Identity’s interpretation of the present situ-
ation, conditions are nearly complete for a
final showdown with the Zionist Occupa-
tional Government.

4. The coming apocalypse. Unlike dis-
pensationalist fundamentalists, Christian
Identity believers expectnorapture by which
Jesus will deliver them from the wrath to
come. Instead they are convinced that they
themselves must endure the coming tribula-
tion. Small communities take heed from the
example of Noah before the flood. There-
fore they prepare in survivalist mode: pur-
chasing guns and ammunition, perfecting
the technique of manufacturing bombs,
building secure compounds, and stockpil-
ing the necessities of food, clothing, medi-
cine, and energy.

A glimpse of what to expect in the near
future can be garnered from the plot of the
fictional work by William L. Pierce, The

331

Turner Diaries (first appearing in serial
form between 1975-78 and published in
paperback in 1978). The book presents a
fictional diary of a certain Earl Turner from
the year 1991 until his death, about two
years later. According to the summary of
The Turner Diaries by Michael Barkun:

Tumer finds himself repelled by new
gun-control legislation (the novel’s fic-
tional Cohen Act), by ever-more-dras-
tic forms of racial integration, and by a
variety of urban ills attributed to blacks
and Jews. A reluctant revolutionary,
Turmernonetheless eventually finds and
joins a clandestine group, the Organiza-
tion, dedicated to unseating the existing
government.... After the combat begins,
he participates in the successful seizure
of most of southem California, from
which nonwhites are quickly expelled.

The Organization has also seized
Vandenberg Air Force Base, with its
nuclear missiles.... In a final suicide
mission, Turner flies a small plane armed
with one of the warheads into the Penta-
gon. Thereafter, as an epilogue ex-
plains, the System begins to disinte-
grate, and in time, the Organization
comes to control first North America
and then Europe. In a genocidal assault
on nonwhite areas of the world... “some
16 million square miles of the earth’s
surface, from the Ural Mountains to the
Pacific and from the Arctic Ocean to the
Indian Ocean, were effectively steril-
ized.”s

2 Mary Nevans-Pederson, “Separatist
Runs for Statehouse,” Telegraph Herald,
Dubuque, Iowa (August 31, 1996), 1.

B3Cf. James Corcoran, Bitter Harvest:
The Birth of Paramilitary Terrorism in the
Heartland New York: Penguin, 1995).

M Cf. the three-part series by Jerry
Walters, “Local Pastor Explains ‘Freemen’
Movement,” Roundup Record-Tribune, June
14, 21, and 28, 1995.

1sBarkun, Religion and the Racist Right,
226f.
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This brief synopsis begins to suggest the
paranoia which drives members of the
racistright. While notexplicitly a Christian
Ydentity writing, The Turner Diaries do
contain explicit religious references which
have fed the apocalyptic imaginations of
many believers.

mong the

explanations
which contribute to an
understanding of the
appeal of Christian
Identity among a rural
population, economic
desperation rates high.

Many members of Christian Identity
groups expect themselves to be actors in the
coming apocalyptic battle with the Zionist
Occupational Government (ZOG). Those
who are faithful are summoned to engage in
the war when it begins. Armageddon will
be arace war, Aryans versus the Jews, non-
whites, and their deluded white allies. They
must be prepared to fight and to survive.
The use of nuclear weapons is anticipated.
Because they calculate these areas to be less
affected by nuclear fallout, some groups
have gravitated either to the Northwest
(Idaho/Montana) or to the Midwest (a so-
called “Midwest Triangle™). Christian Iden-
tity leaders usually avoid setting a predicted
date when the battle will begin, although
occasionally someone will do so. Unlike
many contemporary apocalyptic move-

ments, the second coming of Christ seems
to play an insignificant role in the overall
scenario.

The basic beliefs of Christian Identity
here outlined are extremely malleable in
detail and subject to continual revision. For
this reason and because of the hard-core
racistideology which drives the entire world-
view, these are convictions difficult to re-
fute. They serve to arouse deep loyalty ina
cadre of true believers who thereby dis-
cover an identity by which to live and inter-
pret their experience. Yet it remains im-
perative that those who confess the cruci-
fied and risen Jesus Christ both understand
and challenge a worldview so distorted by
fear and hatred.

Why Christian Identity?

The dramatic increase in the numbers of
those attracted to the racist right in the last
two decades, and especially to its religious
expression in Christian Identity, deserves
explanation. Furthermore, the prominence
of those cases influenced by Christian Iden-
tity belief awakens us to the intensity that
drives this movement. Three types of ex-
planation will here be offered: cultural,
economic, and religious.

James William Gibson presents a de-
scription of the cultural context in which
the mixture of paramilitarism and Christian
Identity could arise in his book, Warrior
Dreams: Violence and Manhood in Post-
Vietnam America.'® Gibson attributes the
rise of a “warrior myth” in the post-Viet-
nam era to the sense of anger and guilt of
many men over the loss of this war and the
damage thereby done to American pride,

16 James William Gibson, Warrior
Dreams: Violence and Manhood in Post-
Vietnam America (New York: Hill and Wang,
1994).
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particularly the notion of American invinci-
bility. Blaming “liberals” for undermining
the war effort, the self-appointed warrior
takes upon himself the task of atoning for
the sins of the past. The warrior isa man not
dependenton anyone else (especially noton
women), who never shows emotion, and
who always maintains meticulous self-con-
trol. The warrior focuses disciplined rage
against the designated enemy. He engages
in paramilitary training in order to prepare
for the necessary sacrifice to come. Weap-
ons assume an almost magical aura.

Gibson’saccountof the paramilitaristic
subculture within the post-Vietnam era es-
tablishes one possible explanation for the
rise of Christian Identity. The mind set of
those caught up in “warrior dreams” would
make them particularly susceptible to the
religious rationale of the racist right.'” Gib-
son outlines the mutual interplay between
the two.

More immediate than this cultural ex-
planation is another based on the sense of
rage experienced by those facing economic
hardship. Shannon Jung details the grow-
ing economic plight of many rural people:
82% believe the government is not really
concerned about their problems.'® The
steady trend toward the economic displace-
ment of rural people continues unabated,
providing “fertile soil” for the rise of para-
military and Christian radical right groups.
This is particularly true for young, rural,
white males. Jung comments:

Young, rural, white males have less to
lose than their older rural counterparts.
They have less to start with; their futures
seem even more uncertain. They have
grown up in an historical period when
the government’s legitimacy was al-
ways in question. They have been sus-
ceptible to those ideologies and groups
who seem to offer them some control
over their future. They feel discrimi-
nated against, and indeed there is enough

reality there to support such a hypoth-
esis."”

Among those groups that have successfully
appealed to thisintense rage has been Chris-
tian Identity.

The case of Gordon Kahl in North
Dakota further illustrates how economic
hardship feeds paramilitarism and Chris-
tian Identity. Kahl was a member of Posse
Comitatus whose militant refusal to pay
taxes led to a shoot-out with government
officials in February 1983. Two U.S. mar-
shals were killed and three others critically
wounded by Kahl and his supporters in the
battle. Kahl himself and another lawman
were killed in an arrest attempt five months
later in rural Arkansas. Kahl’s own ideol-
ogy was interwoven with Christian Identity
beliefs.? He became a missionary for its
cause. The primary audience among whom
his message was received: farmers experi-
encing the desperately hard times of the
farm crisis, many even losing the farms
which had remained in their families for
generations. Kahl would especially travel
to farm sales and auctions in order to pass
out literature and talk to the people about his
“analysis” of their plight. Among the ex-
planations which contribute to an under-
standing of the appeal of Christian Identity
among a rural population, economic des-
peration rates high.

A final religious explanation revolves
around the human tendency to identify and
attack individuals and groups as our scape-
goats when times are challenging. The
recent work of Rene Girard has highlighted

" Gibson, 216-20.

181 Shannon Jung, “Rural Rage: Lessons
from the Oklahoma City Bombing,” p. 319 in
this issue.

1 Jung, p. 320 in this issue.

2Corcoran, 3841.
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the perennial human phenomenon of scape-
goating as a way of resolving conflict that
threatens to devolve into chaos.?? Girard
argues that the origin of all religion ema-
nates from scapegoat rituals, usually dis-
guised in mythological garb.

Without rehearsing the entirety of his
elaborate scholarship, suffice it to say that
the conspiracy theories and racist ideology
of Christian Identity function as a contem-
porary and virulent illustration of an age-
old phenomenon.? The loss of security
experienced by those in the post-Vietnam
era under the pressure of economic margin-
alization leads inevitably to the identifica-
tionof ascapegoat, in thiscase, Jews, people
of color, and all those who are seen cooper-
ating with them. Christian Identity feeds
upon a tradition of anti-Semitism that is
deep and wide. By scapegoating the Jews,
attention is directed at an identifiable en-
emy who can be blamed for an entire range
of threatening phenomena. Notice how in
Christian Identity the focus shifts away
from Jesus as the final scapegoat. Instead in
this ideology, the Jews, offspring of Satan,
must yetatone for their sins, especially their
sins against the white race.®

Responding to Christian
Identity

How can Christian people respond to the
religious claims andracistideology of Chris-
tian Identity? Where individuals have al-
ready been attracted to elements of Chris-
tian Identity thinking, it is important to
acknowledge the pain and fear whichdrives
such a movement while offering a reason-
able and scripturally-sound framework of
interpretation. The adaptability and dual-
ism of Christian Identity beliefs make it
difficult to refute the convictions of a “true
believer.” To oppose this position puts
one on the side of the conspirators and

ultimately on the side of the devil.

Butthereare many, less deeply steeped
in Christian Identity, who need to be per-
suaded to see its heretical content by the
standard of orthodox Christian teaching.
Christian Identity distorts basic Christian
teaching about creation and redemption.
The goodness of God’s creation of all people
is contradicted by Identity teaching. Like-
wise, orthodox Christian teaching insists
that Christ’sredeeming death on the crossis
for all sinners alike. Jesus died once-for-all
toatone forhuman sinand no one else needs
to repeat the atonement. The central bibli-
cal teaching of God’s mercy for all and the
commandment to love one’s neighbor as
oneself need to be spoken clearly in the face
of Christian Identity assertions.

The ideas promulgated by Christian
Identity have serious and dire consequences
if ignored. Christian congregations must
hear in the racist religious rhetoric of Chris-
tian Identity acall to educate both youth and
adults about biblical interpretation and the-
ology. The creation stories of Genesis and
the apocalyptic writings deserve particular
attention insofar as these texts are severely
misinterpreted by Christian Identity. We
need to understand and carefully explain
the apparent anti-Jewishness of some New
Testament texts with reference to the po-
lemical context of the first century. Special

2 Rene Girard, Things Hidden Since the
Foundation of the World, with J. M. Oughour-
lian and G. Lefort (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1987).

2 For some other contemporary applica-
tions of Girard’s work, see Gil Baille,
Violence Unveiled: Humanity at the Cross-
roads (New York: Crossroad, 1995).

BCf. Craig L. Nessan, “Violence and
Atonement,” dialog 35 (Winter 96): 26-34.

2 Eric Hoffer, The True Believer:
Thoughts on the Nature of Mass Movements
(New York: Harper & Row, 1951).
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educational efforts need to focus on the
dynamics of racism, with special emphasis
on how religion has been and continues to
be used in racist ideology. “Dismantling
racism” remains an unfinished agenda for
the church, as the rise of “Christian” hate
groups so graphically demonstrates.?

Christian Identity also raises questions
about the ministry of the church to the
economically distressed. While the church
often plays a tremendous role in providing
material relief to members who face eco-
nomic hardship, itsrecord in terms of advo-
cacy on behalf of whole classes of people is
not nearly so strong. Christian Identity
takes root exactly where certain individuals
are angry, threatened, and feel like they
have lost their voice. Itprovides an outlet to
their anger and acomprehensive (if simplis-
tic) explanation of their experience. More-
over, it appeals to the deeply human ten-
dency to identify and lash out against a
scapegoat. The church needs to intensify its
efforts at addressing the economic dynam-
ics which contribute to economic decline
and thereby also provide analternative chan-
nel of action. Congregations and coalitions
of congregations must raise a louder voice
against policies which undermine local
economies and displace people.

Finally, the emergence of Christian
Identity amid other apocalyptic movements
raises profound questions about hope and
hopelessness at the end of the twentieth
century. So much popular religiosity ap-
pears motivated by the desire to secure
safety and comfort for ourselves and our
families while abandoning all confidence in
the benefit of public institutions. Anapoca-
lyptic mood of hopelessness about the fu-
ture prevails even as an attitude of instant
gratification consumes the present. Mov-
ies, music, and art instruct us that because
time is short, we had better live for the
moment.
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The prevalence of apocalyptic sce-
narios—Christian Identity only demon-
strates a particularly extreme type—raises
the question about the need for an alterna-
tive eschatology. The apocalyptic under-
standing of the future, which once offered
hope to a persecuted minority and a basis
for resistance, when adopted by the major-
ity in an affluent culture, serves to reinforce
the status quo and stifle any sense that
constructive changeispossible. Tobeginto
develop an eschatology based on an evolu-
tionary rather than apocalyptic framework
would provide a basis for claiming human
responsibility in the face of a yet-to-unfold
future. A truly Christian response to that
future would entail commitment to its trans-
formation according to the values of love
and justice as embodied in the person of
Jesus.

Responding to Christian Identity and
related cultural, economic, and religious
developments provides the church an occa-
sion to redouble its efforts in education,
advocacy, and constructive theology. Al-
though the absolute number of those com-
mitted to Christian Identity is relatively
few, the situation which gives rise to its
extremism makes its potential influence far
greater. We do well to pay attention to the
voice of the racist right and respond
proactively as the church of the gracious
and merciful Jesus to counteract its mes-
sage of hatred. We need to make totally
clear that the gospel of Jesus Christ is the
message of God’s unconditional love for all

people.

2 Joseph Barndt, Dismantling Racism:
The Continuing Challenge to White America
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1991).



The Burning of Black
Churches and the
Ecclesiology of
American Civil Religion

Norma Cook Everist
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The burning of black churches, along smol-
dering phenomenon, sparked news stories
for mainline media in the summer of 1995,
and then, flames quickly doused by a fire-
etardant mixture of genuine concern, guilt
and self-interest, the public once again
falsely assumed that the fire of racism was
controlled if not out.

This is a renewed sign of the inad-
equacy of the ecclesiology of American
Civil Religion (ACR), the nation’s religion
of the public sphere. African-Americans
and their black churches have never been
included in American Civil Religion. Now
the burning of the buildings of these com-
munities of solidarity and hope would seek
toerase them even from their private sphere.
This nation’s inability to include and main-
tain a healthy diversity threatens to inten-
sify as we arm ourselves against one an-
other through gun, bomb and torch.

One year after the nation took note of
the burnings, a Gallop poll released June

10, 1997, indicated that blacks and whites
are miles apart in their opinions about how
blacksare treated. Even thoughmore whites
than ever show racial acceptance, most
whites say blacks are not discriminated
against, 79% believing blacks have as good
a chance as whites of getting jobs. Only
46% of blacks say their chances are as good
as whites. The survey showed that the
majority of blacks and whites agree on one
thing: race relations will always be a prob-
lem in this country.!

The real significance of the burnings
should be determined by those whose
churches burned. This article dare not pre-
sume to fully understand. But members of
each faith community in this country need
to take note of an attack on any faith com-
munity. We also need to re-examine the
role of civil religion, and to discern our
mission in a pluralistic society.

1USA Today, June 11, 1997, p. 2A.
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Beyond conspiracy: racism

Shirlee Taylor Haizlip recalls the role of
black churches he witnessed as achild when
he visited many rural churches where his
father was guest preacher:

To reach many of the churches, we
drove up deserted dirt roads covered by
gracefully arching kudzu-fringed trees.
There stood the church, often the only
building for miles around. Neverlonely
looking, it seemed instead a natural part
of the landscape, splendid in its simplic-
ity. Usually there was a modest grave-
yard somewhere near. The bones of
slaves lay side by side with the bones of
their emancipated children. All of their
spirits were free to be free, at last. As]
grew older I would learn about the lives
of the church members, would grow to
understand that there, in that place, ev-
ery single church member was some-
body.
In their roles as deacons, trustees,
missionaries and choir members, those
domestics, handymen, cotton and to-
bacco farmers and teachers sang and
prayed. They looked after the elderly,
encouraged the young to learn, and ral-
lied their communities in times of crisis.
It did not escape my understanding that
the church encompassed all. Seldom
were there outcasts. As an adultIunder-
stand that the churches were indeed the
collective soul of black folks.?

“The church stands as a symbol of
black pride and self-sufficiency,” said Rose
Sanders, ablack lawyer in Selma, Alabama.
“Burning one is as close as you can come to
a lynching without killing somebody."™

In facing the fires, a U.S. Rights Com-
mission found that while only 20% of the
burnings were directly racially motivated,
racism and racial prejudice still cripple this
nation. The Center for Democratic Renewal
questions the investigations. Federal as
well as local and state investigations of the
124 mostly rural, historically black and mul-

tiracial churches which were firebombed,
burned or vandalized from January 1990
through October, 1996* tended to blame the
victim. They often dismissed the idea of
deliberate arson due to a climate of white
supremacy, opting instead to question the
members about burning their own churches
down.

Others hold to the belief that the fires
were mere coincidence. The National Coun-
cil of Churches released facts that showed
more than 60 African-American and multi-
racial churches, most in the southeast, were
burned from January 1995 through June
1996, more than in the previous five years
combined. Proportionately the rash of black
church burnings is four times as high as that
for white churches. Many churches had no
fire insurance or are having difficulty col-
lecting. Others are being dropped by insur-
ance carriers.’

Ecclesiological exclusion: a
long history

Whites, included in the ecclesiology of the
civil religion, failed to recognize the sig-
nificance of the black church for those ex-

2Shirlee Taylor Haizlip, “We Knew What
Glory Was,” The New York Times (Sunday,
June 23, 1996): Sec. 4, p. 13 (excerpts).

3Jack E. White, “Playing with Fire,”
Time 148 (March 18, 1996): 45.

“Black Church Burnings in the South,”
Report of Six-Month Preliminary Investiga-
tion, Atlanta, GA: Center for Democratic
Renewal, June 10, 1996. The burnings listed
by state: Kentucky: 4; Georgia: 6; Mississippi:
20; Florida: 6; Alabama: 9; South Carolina:
30; Tennessee: 13; Louisiana: 7; Arkansas: 11;
Virginia: 3; North Carolina: 7; Maryland: 2;
Texas: 15; Oklahoma: 1; Washington: 5;
Oregon: 1; Arizona: 1; Missouri: 1.

SCampaign Against the Burning of
Churches brochure, New York: National
Council of Churches, November, 1996.
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cluded. Whites tended to believe there was
nothing racial about the fires. While one
might see few daily signs of racial animos-
ity, theattack on African-American churches
was seen as an attack on the heart of the
black community, its political, social, edu-
cational and spiritual center.

Whites, motivated by genuine care adul-
terated by the guilt of racism, helped raise
money and rebuild the churches. Had they
been able to find a conspiracy by a few on
the radical fringe, they could have exoner-
ated themselves from the racism which still
smolders. But the commission which held
forums in six states reported thatracism is a
problem much greater than arson. Simply
rebuilding structures would not dismantle
racism. Simply sending money would not
include African-Americans in the ecclesi-
ology of a nation which believes it has the
soul of a church.

Therash of church firesrevived memo-
ries of the 1963 bombing of the 16th Street
Baptist Church in Birmingham. A news
service reported:

Birmingham, Sept. 15—A bomb hurled
from a passing car blasted a crowded
Negro church today, killing four girls in
their Sunday school classes and trigger-
ing outbreaks of violence that left two
more persons dead in the streets... as
darkness closed over the city hours later,
shots crackled sporadically... city po-
lice shot a 16-year-old Negro to death
when he refused to heed their command
to halt after they caught him stoning
cars. A 13-year-old Negro boy was shot
and killed as he rode his bicycle in a
suburban area north of the city.

The Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.
wired President Kennedy from Atlanta
that he was going to Birmingham to
plead with Negroes to ‘remain non-vio-
lent.” Buthe said that ‘unless immediate
Federal steps are taken there will be in
Birmingham and in Alabama the worst
racial holocaust this nation has ever
seen’... the coroner’s office identified

the dead girls as Denise McNair, 11;
Carol Robertson, 14; Cynthia Wesley,
14, and Addie Mae Collins, 10. One of
the girls was decapitated.™

Five years later King would be dead
and riots would erupt across the nation.

The Rev. Joseph W. Ellwanger, pastor
of Cross Lutheran Church, Milwaukee, was
pastor in Birmingham in 1963. The father
of Denise McNair was a member of Ell-
wanger’s congregation. Speaking at a din-
ner of the Lutheran Human Relations Asso-
ciation June 29, 1996, Ellwanger said:

As we gather on a hot and steamy June
evening to remember 40-plus years of
LHRA'’s duels with racism and other
sins that have blunted the Church’s wit-
ness to the gospel over the years,  have
to say we’ve come a long way—and we
have a long way to go....

Iremember traveling to the LHRA
Institutes in the early ‘60’s... we packed
a lunch to eat because we knew we
would not find a restaurant between
Birmingham and Louisville that would
serve an integrated group.

All that has changed, of course,
thanks to the movement and the demon-
strations and the Civil Rights Act of
1964. We easily forget the progress.
Yeteven as we praise God for progress...
just two days ago I attended the funeral
of an African American Baptist pastor
and his wife who lived in Milwaukee for
some 40 years. Their accomplishments
and their witness was so powerful that
there was along article and picture in the
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, as well as
an editorial... an editorial! Some 40
years ago the story might not have been
mentioned at all... butthe lives of Blacks
and Whites in Milwaukee in 1996 are
still so separate that there were only two
non-Black persons in the packed church.’

$United Press International news release,
September 16, 1963.

7Joseph W. Ellwanger, “Reflections at
the LHRA Dinner, June 29, 1996,” Vanguard
(Sept/Oct 1996), 4.
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Names, e.g. Negro, Black, African-
American, have changed, as have laws, but
the deep roots of racism remain. Once again
the black church is the target of violence.
Still the dominant whites exclude African-
Americans from full participation in the
community of the nation and exclude them-
selves from the black church.

A conspiracy theory is not new either.
Vincent Harding, African-American histo-
rian, noted that near the end of the Detroit
rebellion of 1967 Lyndon Johnson made a
special address to the nation. He was fright-
ened and so was all of America. Johnson
suspected that a black revolutionary con-
spiracy was at work. “The nation was
frightened, confused.... In spite of what
Lyndon Johnson suspected there was no
organized, national black revolutionary
movement.”®

The conspiracy theory is a way to iso-
late the issue and relegate the problem to a
few. Racism is more insidious than that and
the African American struggle for freedom
is more powerful.

The Other American Revolution is the
longest, unbroken, active struggle for
freedom ever carried on in the annals of
American history. Covering more than
three hundred years, costing untold thou-
sands of lives, its continuing existence
is at once a monument to the human
spirit and a rebuke to all those who
believe that the only American revolu-
tion was a temporary struggle that be-
gan and ended two centuries ago.’

A flurry of conversation; fury
unassuaged

Although 1996 investigations found no or-
ganized conspiracies, Rose Sanders, ablack
lawyer in Selma, believed that it was no
coincidence that the fire at New Liberty
Baptist church in Tyler, Alabama, was set
just two days before thousands gathered to

commemorate the Selma demonstrations
that led to the passage of the Voting Rights
Act of 1965.

The Clinton administration assigned
more than 200 federal agents to investigate
the suspicious arsons.!® At a House Judi-
ciary Committee hearing May 21, 1996,
federal officials testified they had found no
evidence of aconspiracy. JosephE.Lowery,
president of the Southern Christian Leader-
ship Conference, in response to pursuing
only a conspiracy theory said he was not
surprised at this feeble response because the
nation has denied and downplayed racism
throughout its history. One committee
member, Sheila Jackson Lee, complained
of the lack of passion among her colleagues,
saying the hearing was little more than the
“pleasant experience of making pleasant
inquiries.” She warned, “you’ve gotburned
churches and burned history; you’ve got
intimidated communities... we have a trag-
edy brewing here.”"

During the summer of outrage, conver-
sation continued politely over the Internet.
A sampling:

“I appreciate your posting the listing of
church burnings. Ireally hate to do this but
I feel it necessary to take you to task on
something. Almost 50% of the churches

8Vincent Harding, There Is a River: The
Black Struggle for Freedom in America (New
York: Vintage Books, 1985), 194.

9Vincent Harding, The Other American
Revolution (Los Angeles: Center for Afro-
American Studies, University of California;
Atlanta: Institute of Black World, 1980), xv.

190n January 19, 1997, President Clinton,
7 months after he gave federal oversight to the
investigations of the church burnings, said
there had been 104 arrests, many times the
normal arrests in arson cases. There were 48
convictions; 221 investigations are pending.

11“News: Outrage Over Church
Bumings,” Christian Century 113 (June 5-12,
1996): 608-9.
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which have been burned are anglo or multi-
racial. This is not just an attack on black
churches.”

“I, too, am confused about this... it
doesn’t erase the problem, but does seem to
shift the emphasis from racism to some-
thing else, whether anger at the generic
church or at religion.”

“Does anyone know available source
for this information???”

“Have you hugged a Presbyterian to-
day?”

“The Klan considers all who support
amity between theraces, ‘Race Traitors....””

“Tomorrow morning, in our theology
study class, my elders and I will be discuss-
ing this issue, studying the PCUSA’s [Pres-
byterian Church USA] Confession of 1967
.... We all need to pray for these churches,
and take a united stand against this—or
ANY other form—of racial hatred and vio-
lence.”

Sothe Internetconversations wenton...
for a while.

One hears different words from mem-
bers of churches which had been bombed.
Charlie Means, achurch deacon at Mt. Zion
inrural Western Alabama: “I just wanted to
ask God why. ‘This is your church, Lord.

We always tried to serve you.” The hurt is
still there, like seeing your loved one being
put in the grave.”

In Greene County, Alabama, whites
still control the economy but the political
power has shifted so that blacks now con-
trol the government and the investigations.
An African-American district attorney, the
first black to hold such office in Alabama,
notes that on the very day newspapers re-
ported two young white men he prosecuted
were sentenced to five years in prison for
vandalizing black churches in Sumter
County, fire destroyed two churches in
neighboring Greene County. And someone
fired two shotgun blasts into the home of
black circuit-court judge Eddie Hardaway
who had sentenced the white men.

But white chief state arson investigator
John Robeson says in the 6-1/2 years he has
investigated 38 fires, with 20 arrests, he has
notbeen able to identify any racial motives.
Likewise white civic leader Pam Mont-
gomery feels there is no racism present.

But a local African-American politi-
cian and member of the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference says this is simply
denial. “We do not have a history of burn-
ing our own churches down. Our schools
are still separate, our churchesare still sepa-
rate; eleven o’clock Sunday morning is still
the most segregated hour of the week.”

African-American Carol Zippert, a
local newspaper editor in Greene County,
Alabama, believes the church burnings are
an enlargement of intimidation efforts be-
cause the “Black Church is still the heart of
the black community, its educational, po-
litical and social center.” Itislikely churches
will be rebuiltlong before a sense of truston
the part of those who worship there.??

12 Randall Pinkston, “Facing the Fire” on
CBS Sunday Morning, June 16, 1996.



Everist. The Bumning of Black Churches

341

The strikingly different interpretations
of blacks and whites, the search for a con-
spiracy, the stirring of memories, the pat-
terns of rising intimidation once blacks be-
come more part of the public communal
life, point to a deeper significance to the
burning of black churches than the fading of
news accounts would lead us to forget.

American civil religion: an
inadequate ecclesiology

The burning of black churchesisarenewed
sign of the inadequacy of the ecclesiology
of American civil religion. Jean Jacques
" Rousseau proposed that social cohesion
would be served by the establishment of a
civil religion centered on the existence of
God and advocating virtue to consecrate the
common social life."* Alexis de Tocque-
ville empirically observed a form of civil
religion that emerged precisely in the situ-
ation of church-state separation, the “pecu-
liar” religious force unchallenged behind
the political philosophy.'*

Robert Bellah’s article of a quarter
century ago, writing in between the 1963
assassination of John F. Kennedy and the
1968 assassinations of Robert F. Kennedy
and Martin Luther King Jr., gave words to
the phenomenon: “While some have argued
that Christianity is the national faith, and
others that church and synagogue celebrate
only the generalized religion of ‘the Ameri-
can Way of life,” few have realized that
there actually exists alongside of and rather
clearly differentiated from the churches an

elaborate and well-institutionalized civil

religion in America.

Between his 1967 Daedalus article and
his 1975 The Broken Covenant would be
the years of this country’s worst race riots
(superseded in number of deaths only by
the L.A. riots of May, 1992). Bellah writes
(1975) that America was facing its third

time of trial. America’s myth of origin, its
self-interpretation of being God’s chosen
people, called and miraculously protected
to cross its own Red Sea of the Atlantic into
the Promised land, had two serious flaws:
what to do with the people who were al-
ready here,and how tounderstand the people
brought here against their will in slave ships,
neither miraculously protected.’® “Afri-
cans, with their own immense cosmologi-
cal symbolism—were forced to become
actors in the European dream under the
most tragic circumstances possible.... Thus
at the very beginning of American society
there was a double crime, the incalculable
consequences of which still stalk the land.”"’

The ecclesiology of this American civil
religion was broken, flawed from its incep-
tion. Bellah and colleagues a decade later
focused on the basic concept of cohesive-
ness of American society. They saw the
promise of America slipping away under
the guise of separation and individualism.
But rather than renounce the exclusivity of
the ecclesiology of American civil religion,
they called for a recovery of the concept of
the common good.'

Catherine Albanese was aware of the
inadequate ecclesiology of American civil
religion and the danger of telling the story
of the cultural religion from only the domi-

13Jean Jacques Rousseau, The Social
Contract and Discourses (New York: E. P.
Dutton and Co., 1913), 121.

" Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in
America, Vol. 1 (New York: Schocken Books,
1961): 6.

15Robert H. Bellah, “Civil Religion in
America,” Daedalus 96 (Winter, 1967): 1.

16Robert N. Bellah, The Broken Covenant
(New York: The Seabury Press, 1975), 36.

17"Bellah, The Broken Covenant, 37.

8Robert N. Bellah et al., Habits of the
Heart (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1985).
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nant white denominational viewpoint.’*“To
face up to the implications of pluralism
means to recognize that it is problematic to
recite, even if artfully and inclusively, one
story before exploring the realities of the
many stories.”?

Albanese’s concern that the dominant
have excluded the many is intensified in
Charles Long’scritique of the civil religion.
“American” often meant Christian Euro-
pean immigrants, which overlooks many
other people. Consciously or unconsciously
it served to “enhance, justify and render
sacred the history of European immigrants
in this land.”? American civil religion,
from the beginning, had an inadequate ec-
clesiology linked inextricably to a false
theology of redemption and mission.

Central in the creed of American civil
religion is “chosenness” and “righteous-
ness,” manifest destiny and leadership in
two world wars. The United States’ self-
image was shaken in Viet Nam and is con-
fused in the post-cold-war global economy.
‘What is the United States to be if not God’s
only chosen nation? If the United States is
chosen then things cannot go wrong for
Americans. But when things do go wrong,
there needs to be someone to blame. If other
nations are no longer combatant but part-
ners, whom are we to blame? If we cannot
find a clear enemy outside, we turn against
each other, nursing old hatreds, particularly
racism.

Repentance has always been signifi-
cantly absent from American civil religion.
In ACR, slavery was justified, and white
privilege was expected as part of “‘chosen-
ness.” And even though Lincoln’s Second
Inaugural address speaks directly of slavery
as an offense against God’s righteous judg-
ments, emancipation in retrospect was more
self-congratulation than repentance. Ab-
sent was the role slaves played in their own
emancipation. American civil religion has

difficulty naming racism as an original sin
because America has not felt it needed a
Redeemer as much as it needed to be a
redeemer nation to the world.

Black churches being the locus of the
civil rights struggle was not incidental, “for
the civil rights battle represented the black
confrontation with an American myth” that
dehumanized their being.2? That is an im-
portant point. If we are to begin to under-
stand the significance of the burning of
black churches today, we must realize: (1)
African-Americans gathered in churches,
(2) outside the ecclesiology of the civil
religion, (3) invisible to whites who would
not see, (4) but strong within their own
excluded, (5) religious communities. They
gained strength for their fight to be free
from slavery, and to insist on their civil
rights a century later. The Black Church is
a sign of hope and at least an implicit
challenge to the belief system of the white
privilege of American Civil Religion. Will
black churches be hope or threat to a nation
which has come to doubt its own role in
being a redeemer nation to the world?

19“The Ghosts of Mississippi,” A Rob
Reiner film about the 30-year delay in dealing
justly with the murder of Medgar Evers,
released in December, 1996, while praised by
many critics, has been severely chastised by
others as another attempt by whites to assuage
their own guilt, because the story is primarily
told from the perspective of the white
prosecuter.

20 Catherine L. Albanese, America;
Religions and Religion (Belmont, CA: Wads-
worth Publishing Co., 1981), xix. Albanese
proceeds with her history beginning with the
“manyness” of the Native American tribes.

21 Charles Long, “Civil Rights—Civil
Religion: Visible People and Invisible
Religion,” in Richey and Jones, American
Civil Religion (New York: Harper and Row,
1974), 212.

2[bid., 122.
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African-American voices: a
call to reform civil religion

Charles Long notes that once black people
are visible (e.g. have gained political roles
in the public sphere) they must be dealt
with. One cannot simply “add” them, be-
cause that doesn’t take into account the
relationship of the invisible ones in the
historically developing civil religion. The
concealment of the reality of “others” has
shaped the story. For Long, religion means
orientation in the ultimate sense, how one
comes to terms with the ultimate signifi-
cance of one’s place in the world. For the
majority culture, African-Americans have
always been signified, meaning their sig-
nificance ascribed. If religion relates to
meaning, then there exists a dynamic of
concealment.?

‘White Euro-America continues to con-
ceal from itself the visibility of African-
Americans’ cultural experience and the
meaning of its presence in the whole cul-
ture. When the burning of black churches
could no longer be concealed, its meaning
was concealed in the conspiracy theory
which could be named as a cause and then
merely disproven.

With the civil religion functioning as
an excluding ecclesiology, one might be
surprised that not all African-Americans
dismiss or disparage American civil reli-
gion. The creeds of ACR relied heavily on
biblical imagery. The epic of the deliver-
ance of the children of Israel which was
used to justify the Revolutionary War was
notapplied to theissue of slavery, butslaves
did not miss its relevance. Estranged in
their servitude, as they were exposed to the
Christian Bible, there was no part with
which they were so familiar as the deliver-
ance from Egypt, but Egypt this time mean-
ing the nation’sinstitutionof slavery. God’s
chosen people did not constitute a nation

epentance

has always
been significantly
absent from American
civil religion.

among nations; deliverance belonged to
those who suffered unjustly among all
peoples and who would hunger and thirst
after righteousness.”

African-Americans interpreted ACR
creeds in a way which resulted in the black
church freedom movements and in renewal
movements to call the nation to act justly on
its own civil creeds. Vincent Harding holds
hope for the civil faith, claiming it on behalf
of blacks and other oppressed peoples, be-
lieving that through their struggles the en-
tire nation will benefit. The dream of Ameri-
can civil religion can provide impetus for
change. The very basic contradictions en-
demic to America call America to live up to
its promise, but this time for all its citizens.
“We must finally ask ourselves what kind
of human society we wanthere, in America...
‘We must ask ourselves—not once, but con-
tinuously—how much we are prepared to
pay for the creation of a new society in
America.”®

The civil religion has functioned dif-
ferently for African-Americans and per-

BCharles H. Long, Significations
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 129.

2 Nathan O. Hatch and Mark A. Noll,
The Bible in America (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1962), 550-51.

3 Vincent Harding, The Other American
Revolution, 210.



Everist. The Burning of Black Churches

haps for all those outside ACR’s white,
Christian, Euro-American ecclesiology.
‘Whereas white Christians began to separate
their public from their private faith, for
African-Americans the life shaped by bibli-
cal narrative was the means by which they
created a public life for themselves, in-
cluded themselves in the ecclesiology which
would be this nation. Paradoxically, the
lack of inclusion in the ecclesiology of the
civil faith oppressed African Americans
and allowed them to carry their own creedal
convictions into the public arenas.

Because blacks’ public participation
was denied, devalued, and feared, their pri-
vate religious expression became their pub-
lic act.?* Whereas membership in mainline
denominations, i.e., the dominant white
Protestant denominations, was once impor-
tant for public lives, it is now seen only as
“religious preference.”

Buming black churches seeks to erase
the faith communities of those who are
excluded from the ecclesiology of Ameri-
can civil religion, but who refuse to remain
invisible in their own nation. This is a phe-
nomenon, asymbol andasignal, thistime in
rural America, to an ever more violent na-
tion which refused to learn from its own
Civil War and from the urban civil rebel-
lions of a quarter century ago.

If we are to affirm a civil religion at all,
itmusthavean inclusive ecclesiology which
values the particularities of all its faith com-
munities. When particular churches are
relegated to a lesser role or eradicated, the
nation itself can become its own church
with its own liturgy and symbols and the
chief definer of its own identity. Fearing,
loving and trusting itself above all things, it
then can create itself in its own image and
becomes its own god, a danger rather than a
redeemer to the world. Those estranged,
burned out ones may be the prophetic voices
needed by this nation.

344

Beyond the fires of rage:
directions

Andrew Hacker says, ‘“Race has been an
American obsession since the first Europe-
ans sighted ‘savages’ on these shores... race
in America took on a deeper and more
disturbing meaning with the importation of
Africans as slaves.... Black Americans are
Americans, yet they still subsist as aliens in
the only land they know.”%®

Studs Terkel contends that race ob-
sesses everybody, even those who think
they are not obsessed. An obsession rules
us, asa god might; the original sin of racism
remains a powerful obsession, ruling ev-
erything, so all-permeating that although
we cannot escape, we must refuse to ac-
knowledge its presence.” Racismisreal. It
goes beyond prejudice and discrimination
and even transcends bigotry, largely be-
cause it arises from outlooks and assump-
tions of which we are largely unaware.

The inability to agree on whetheror not
racism has played a part in the burning of
black churches itself testifies to the perni-
cious necessity in ACR to keep those ex-
cluded invisible, and to ignore the problem
by “not understanding” it. “Most white
Americans believe that for at least the last
generation blacks have been given more
than a fair chance and at least equal oppor-
tunity if not outright advantages. Moreover

26 See Gayraud Wilmore, Black Religion
and Black Radicalism (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday and Co., 1972).

71See Robert Bellah and Philip E.
Hammond, Varieties of Civil Religion (San
Francisco: Harper and Row, 1980), 170.

28 Andrew Hacker, Two Nations: Black
and White, Separate, Hostile, Unequal (New
York: Ballantine Books, 1992), 3.

2 Studs Terkel, Race; How Blacks and
Whites Think and Feel About the American
Obsessions (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 3.
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few white Americans feel obliged to ponder
how membership in the majority race gives
them “powers and privileges.”

Many of the white liberals who were
involved in the Civil Rights Movement
have gone on to other issues, such as con-
cern for the rain forests and the ozone layer.
“It is not likely that dolphins will present
themselves one day and proclaim that they
wish to assume control of their own
struggle.”™!

Michael Eric Dyson in Race Rules re-
fers to the “U.S. of Amnesia.” America is
both obsessed with race and fatigued by it.
And yet he claims that the only organizing
principle that is a community medium is
still the church.

So which church? And what shall
churches be and do? Albert Pero says there
is amessage for us to read, but to read it we
must go beyond the fact that some people
don’twant to be bothered by multiculturality.
“Some don’t want to be bothered to realize
that the Christian faith could be pluralistic,
that Lutheranism could be pluralistic.” We
must move beyond the attitude that some-
body “played the race card.” “This isn’t a
game of cards,” said Pero.

He went on: “We must take seriously
our faith that God created all these people,
that the Lord died for all these people,
without the conditions we set up, and that
the Spirit sparks a fire of love. That means
believing that we have a God of abundance,
and abundance of love and power and food,
so you don’t have to burn the guy who
seems to be creeping up on you.”*

Boston minister Eugene Rivers is du-
bious about inclusive ideals: “The secular
liberal notion of an integrationist vision of
America was unrealistic from the start, and
it was never a realistic option for the black
poor.”* Because of the intense alienation of
the colonized urban metropolitan centers he
calls for a new shaping of black identity,

urging black Christian leaders to take arole
they have not assumed since the death of
King, “You had a million men at the March
(1995), and 600,000 of them were black
church lay people without their leaders.”*5

The power of American civil religion
cannot be underestimated. While it may
hold some promise, its inadequate ecclesi-
ology and false creeds need to be studied in
order to understand the racism which cor-
rodes incessantly and periodically erupts in
acts of violence. Its belief in itself as God’s
chosen people was an Anglocentric or Euro-
centric Creed to form one people, just like
themselves. Thus current efforts toward
ethnic pride are seen as a protest against an
Anglocentric culture and feared as destruc-
tive of the American Creed. Joe Johnson,
writing in Crisis in 1992, states: *“‘ Ameri-
can Creed’ was meaningless in word and
deed, until African-Americans challenged
the spirit and the letter of its laws and
institution,”

If we are to affirm a civil religion at all
itmusthave an inclusive ecclesiology which
values the particularities of faith communi-
ties. This will call for nationalization, a
process by which Americans see themselves
asa single nation rather than as a collection

% Hacker, 4.

3 Hacker, 64.

32 Michael Eric Dyson, Race Rules
(Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing
Company, 1996).

3 Albert P. Pero, Jr., Professor of
Theology and Cross-cultural Studies, the
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago,
telephone interview, October 31, 1996.

¥ Wendy Murray Zoba, “Separate and
Equal,” Christianity Today 40 (January 5,
1996): 19.

3 Ibid., 20.

% Joe Johnson, “Disuniting of America,”
Crisis 100 (June-July, 1992): 20. Johnson
critiques Disuniting of America by Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr.
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of peoples, an ongoing process of unifica-
tion. We need to reject nationalism, a
secular religion, which teaches that the par-
ticularities of one’s nation are not the result
of history but are rooted somehow in the
eternal notion of things, e.g.: “Since the
nation is blessed, its will should and ought
to prevail around the world.”

Anglo Newsday writer Fred Bruning
comments in the Canadian journal,
Maclean’s, in 1992,

Americans don’t like this notion of his-
torical continuity, the idea that there
may be a connection between the slave
blocks of Virginia and the burned-out
storefronts of Los Angeles. We have
only a comic-book notion of our own
saga, filled, we think, with palefaced
heroes and redskinned savages... as for
black people, we know that they got a
bad break way back when, but we have
an awful time understanding how that
unfortunate matter applies today.

Be angry, be frightened, be any-
thing you like, but once and for all get it
straight: this is not going away. Sooner
or later, America will have to face the
truth that haunts its soul. Race is the
fundamental issue of this country.®

What then must we do? We must not
confuse American civil religion with Chris-
tianity, nor the Christ of the cross with the
burning cross of white supremacy. We, as
faith communities and as a nation, must
fully recognize the racism of this courntry.
In the Spring of 1997 the bishops of the
Lutheran, Anglican, Roman Catholic and
Methodist churches in South Carolina is-
sued a statement confessing to the sin of
racism and asking for forgiveness. Weneed
to participate in the building and restoration
of the burned historically black and multira-
cial church landmarks. The National Coun-
cil of Churches is in partnership with Habi-
tat for Humanity to rebuild.®

We need to continue to press for inves-

tigations of arsons in order to go beyond
blaming the victim. Racially motivated
acts of violence most often go unnoticed if
local authorities are determined not to re-
port them as hate crimes. “As long as vio-
lence remains the language by which the
dominant culture maintains its power, the
unheard will be forced to use violence to
reach us with their demands for justice.”
We need to work for economic justice in the
face of long smoldering resentment at insti-
tutionalized economic inequity. We need
to pray and to pray together.

So where are we now? Presidential
inaugural addresses often signal current is-
sues in American civil religion. President
Bill Clinton’s second inaugural, though
judged by critics as unremarkable (Clinton’s
much heralded address on race on Saturday,
June 21, 1997 was panned as “empty”),
contained significant references. Falling
onJanuary 20, 1997, Martin Luther King Jr.
Day, Clinton said that King’s dream was the
American dream and called on citizens to
“redeem” the promises of America in the
21st century. Clinton used ACR imagery,
calling America the promised land with a
mission to the world (even claiming this to
be the world’s “indispensable” nation), but,
also named the scourge of slavery. He said
that the divide of race has been America’s
constant curse and that each new wave of

3Glenn T. Miller, Religious Liberty in
America (Philadelphia: The Westminster
Press, 1976), 120-21.

- 3®Fred Bruning, “An American View:
Black and White in America,” Maclean’s
(June 1, 1992), 11.

¥ Contact NCC, 475 Riverside Drive,
New York, NY. A video, “The Churches Are
Burning,” is available rental free.

“°The Los Angeles Theological Reflec-
tion Group, “A Christian Confession of
Conscience,” in Dreams of Fire, Embers of
Hope (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1992), 101.
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immigrants become new targets for old
prejudices, including that done in the name
of religious or political ideology. His ACR
position could be identified as a call for
renewal of America’s civil religion (He
signed a proclamation making January 21 a
National Day of Hope and Renewal) with
anemphasis on the richness of diversity and
a challenge to repair the breach.

Inaugural poet Miller Williams’ vision
was also of a renewed ACR. He included
the “disenfranchised” who “want to be,”
calling us to “truly remember”: “We mean
to be the people we meant to be, to keep on
going where we meantto go;” “many people
coming together cannot become one people
falling apart.”

The hymn of American civil religion,
the national anthem was sung at the close of
the ceremonies, unembellished, very slowly,
dignified by a black woman, Santita Jack-
son, and the Resurrection choir, members
of churches destroyed by the fires in recent
months. Commentators ignored this “unre-
markable” speech. What will the nation
have heard?

Perhaps most important, we mustcome
together locally in churches and in the net-
work of faith communities and talk, and
listen, and dialog, no matter how difficult.
People of color know a great deal about
white America—they mustin order to func-
tion in this country. Whites remain remark-
ably unaware of the lives, feelings and hard-
ships of people of color. The latter are
weary of educating white people. White
people need to take responsibility for their
own education. On the way toward trust-
worthy learning environments, in order to
be different together we may need caucuses
to provide people opportunity to explore
difficult issues with members of their own
race.

Oppressors, the white privileged in an
exclusive civil ecclesiology, are usually the

most ignorant, because it has been to their
advantage to ignore and remain ignorant of
the excluded and oppressed. So whites need
to listen, not to judge, debate, defend, solve

€ must not

confuse
American civil religion
with Christianity, nor
the Christ of the cross
with the burning cross
of white supremacy.

or critique, but simply to listen. And they
need to believe what they are hearing.*!

And we need to remember and learn...
after the headlines have faded, and the em-
bers have burned down. Flames can signify
destruction and judgment. Or, in the invita-
tion of Rev. Linnea Juanita Pearson,

Come let us gather together again. Let
us gather up the ashes, and blow upon
the embers until a fresh spark ignites to
give light to the life that is yet to come,
that we might gather around this new
fire of hope and warm ourselves.*?

4! Andrea Ayvazian and Beverly Daniel
Tatum, “Can We Talk?” Sojourners 25 (Jan-
Feb 1996): 16-19.

“2Linnea Juanita Pearson, “Out of the
Ashes: ‘A Terrible Beauty is Born,”” Dreams
of Fire, Embers of Hope, 29.
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The Virgin of Guadalupe is the greatest
spiritual symbol in Central America,
Mexico, and the Southwest of the U.S.A.
Also she is the most powerful female icon
for millions of people who have followed
her spiritual influence for centuries. Her
place among many divinities of Mexico and
Central America is very well known for
religious leaders of those areas. Many
people go to Mexico yearly to pay spiritual
tribute, respect and honor to her.

Her followers did not frequently ask
about her historicity or her apparition to the
Indian people in the Tepeyac.! The history
of Guadalupe’s origin was never a question
for those who believe in the real presence of
Jesus’ Mother in the Tepeyac. Questions
about her authenticity and her connection
with Tonantzin, an Aztec goddess, came
from scholars or non-Catholic people.

The sixteenth century was crucial for
Spain’s conquest and implementation of its
policy of domination of the New World. It
was a time of resistance by the Indians, who
did not want to surrender themselves, their
culture, religion and economy to the invad-
~ers. It was at this time one could see

mysterious apparitions of virgins in the
New World. Those apparitions were sym-
bols of acculturation through which Spain
wanted to impose its culture and religion.
The Nahuatl spirituality was not excluded
from that process, which concerned those in
Spain in charge of evangelism and accul-
turation of the new lands.

The Indian cosmogony was a configu-
ration of the earth, its divinities, the people,
and their history. Indians’ divinities were
dual, female and male. The female aspect
of God was never a second category of
importance in God’s substance. In this
duality one can find different names for
these female and divine expressions. Tonan
means the mother of the earth, Coatlique
means the earthly mother, and Cihuacoatl
means a woman serpent or mother of wis-
dom. They understood Toci as God’s mother
and the heart of the earth and Tonantzin as
our venerated mother. Tonantzin had her
sanctuary in Tepeyac.?

! A place close to Mexico City where
traditionally people believe that Guadalupe
appeared to Juan Diego.
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The legend

For the first quarter of the sixteenth century,
the relationship between the conquerors
and Indians was bad. Exploitation and
slavery of Indians made communication
impossible. For Indians everything from
Spain was bad, even Christianity. Commu-
nications between civil authorities and mis-
sionaries were very difficult, too. At this
time legend says that on December 9, 1531,
Guadalupeappeared toJuan Diego, ahumble
Christianized Ndhautl Indian, when he was
in his way to Tlatelolco to hear mass. He
heard music and a voice which pronounced
his name. Juan Diego walked in the direc-
tion of the voice and suddenly saw a beau-
tiful woman, radiant and light, who intro-
duced herself as the Mother of the True God
from whom everything lives, the Creator of
heaven and earth. She wanted a temple to
be builtat that site and wanted to live among
the Indian people to serve them in their
needs and painful lives. The Lady asked
Juan Diego to talk with the Bishop in his
palace. The Bishop received Juan Diego
but did not believe the story. Juan Diego
returned to his people and on the way, the
Virginappeared to him again inquiring about
her message. Juan Diego was sad about the
answer of the Bishop. He asked the Virgin
to send a messenger more important than
himself, since he was only a poor, non-
educated Indian. The Lady asked Juan
Diego to return to the Bishop’s palace and
give him a sign. On December 12, Juan
Diego had another encounter with the Lady
of Tepeyac who at this time asked Juan
Diego to take some beautiful roses from the
mountain and bring them to the Bishop as
proof of her petition. Juan Diego took the
roses and brought them to the Bishop. When
Juan Diego opened his tilma’, the roses fell
from it. On top of the tilma was the figure
of Our Lady of Guadalupe. The Bishop and

his servant saw this and fell on their knees
before such a miracle.*

The doubt

Not everybody agrees with this legend.
Historians’ critical eyes see other dimen-
sions of the narrative. Xavier CamposPonce,
Mexican historian, in 1970 used the critical
historical method to research the legend of
Tepeyac.® His conclusions denied the au-
thenticity of the legend because it did not
have enough basis in the events of early
post-conquest Mexico. Many of the appa-
rition materials came from the people’s
piety and popular religiosity.® Ponce also
quotes the prestigious Mexican historian
and bibliographer, Joaquin Garcia Icazbal-
ceta, the first historian to apply a historical-
critical approach to the Guadalupanrecords,
who developed similar conclusions about
the documents of the legend. Ponce also
brings an original contribution about the
testimony of the Bishop of Tamaulipas,
Mexico, Don Eduardo Sénchez Camacho,
who in 1910 wrote a document declaring

2See Virgilio Elizondo, La Morenita (San
Antonio: MACC, 1981), 24.

3Indian cloak like a poncho.

*Elizondo, La Morenita, 77 ff.

$Xavier Campos Ponce, La Virgen de
Guadalupe y la Diosa Tonantzin (Mexico,
D.F., 1970).

6See also Louise M. Burkhart, The Cult
of the Virgin of Guadalupe in Mexico, in South
and Meso-American Spitituality, ed. Gary H.
Gossen, Yol 4 (New York: Crossroad, 1993),
188 ff. Burkhart also quotes James Lakhart,
The Nauhas after the Conquest: A Social and
Cultural History of the Indians of Central
Mexico, Sixteenth through Eighteenth
Centuries (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1992), and William B. Taylor, The
Virgin of Guadalupe in New Spain: An Inquiry
into the Social History of Marian Devotion, in
American Ethnologist 14 (1987): 9-33.
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the apparition of Guadalupe in the Tepeyac
to be false.” The document resulted in
Sanchez Camacho’s persecution by the
Roman Catholic Church in Mexico and
President Porfirio Diaz, leading to exile in
the U.S.A. Later Camacho returned to
Mexico and died in isolation at his Ranch
“El Olvido.”

The myth

Carlos Fuentes, Mexican writer, describes
the presence of the Lady of Tepeyac as one
of the masterpieces of Indian spirituality
and syncretism.® Fuentes sees the creation
of this new myth in the sixteenth century
providing a new spiritual dimension for
Indians. The question is: Was Tonantzin,
the Aztec goddess, erased from the soul of
Indians or do they worship still the Mother
of the godsin Tepeyac? Fuentes praises not
the Spaniards in creatively giving new di-
rections for worshiping in the New World
but Indians in accepting the new symbol
whichembraces theirdevotion to Tonantzin.
A risky answer says that Tonantzin will be
forever in Tepeyac under the names of
Virgin of Guadalupe, Mother of God, Jesus”
Mother, or Mother of the Creator. People

can see in the Tepeyac the feminist worship
of the universal goddess whether she is
Tonantzin or Guadalupe. The myth goes
beyond the semantic of names. In the New
World, Tonantzin was not the first and only
goddess who suffers ametamorphosis from
goddess to saint. The Indians knew about
those transformations as symbols of sub-
mission. Guadalupe in Mexico has her
spiritual counterpartsinLa Caridad de Cobre
inCuba, the Virgin of Coromotoin Venezu-
ela, the Virgin Alta Gracia in Dominican
Republic, the Virgin del Valle in Argentina.
The Indians accepted those symbols to pro-
tect their own spirituality. The goddess is
still alive!

Aztecs did not have Christ in their
theology and never accepted totally the
second person of the Trinity. In their theol-
ogy they had the god Quetzalcoatl, the
Plumed Serpent who died and promised to
return. Aztecs believed that Hernén Cortés
was Quetzalcoatl and asked him to wear
Quezaltcoatl’s mask. The Christ figures in
Mexico are all baroque and defeated, dead,
prostrate, bleeding, whether they are on the
cross or laid out in a glass bier. By contrast,
the Virgin of Guadalupe is still the Lady of
Tepeyac with roses and perfume. One can
walk into a church in Mexico and see this
difference, a glorious presence of the Mother
rather thana triumphant Christology. People
can see two different altars in the same
church, one dedicated to a defeated Christ
and the other to the glorious transformation
of Tonantzin, full of flowers and lights.
Fuentes adds that after the transformation
of Quetzaltcoatl into Christ, it has been
impossible to know who is worshiped at the

7Xavier Campos Ponce, La Virgen, 147.

8Carlos Fuentes, The Buried Mirror,
Reflections on Spain and the New World
(Boston, New York, London: Houghton
Mifflin Company, 1992), 146.
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baroque altars of Puebla, Oaxaca, and
Tlaxcala.? The same applies to Mary and
Tonantzin.

Our Lady of Guadalupe’s story brings
to us the heart of popular religion in the
Southwest. Alex Garcia-Rivera analyzes
stories which he divides into the “little
story” and the core of the story, the semiotic
orinterpretation of the symbols of the story. '
Garcia-Rivera uses Virgilio Elizondo’s
method of analysis toreflect on the semiotic
of the Virgin of Guadalupe’s story.!
Elizondo points out the message of the
symbols of the “little story.” He states that
at the time of the apparition, the Spanish
were building churches over the ruins of the
Aztec temples. The tearing down and the
building up was symbolic of the deeper
struggle to destroy a people, even if the
intention was to rebuild it. Juan Diego
dared to go to the city of power. He de-
manded that the powerful change their plans
and build a temple, not according to the
plans of Spain, but within the barriada of
Tepeyac, in the native land.'? The center of
Guadalupe’s attention was not the splendor
of the Spanish plans but the poverty and
misery of those who lived on the periphery
of society.”

The methodological reading of the
semiotic leads us to penetrate the “mystery”
of the “little stories” to the core of the story.
Many times people were put down because
of their illiteracy. Even today the message
of our western culture is codified in vol-
umes which few people can read. Many
times people cannot read insurance papers
or contracts, medical terminology in hospi-
tals, specialized magazines, and so on. Simi-
larly, we can read the “little story” but not
the core. Missionaries to other lands treated
people as “pagan” because they could not
read the symbols of their spirituality. Many
people died in the sixteenth century or in
times of the “conquista” because they did

not know the semiotic of those who wor-
shiped God under different symbols. The
conquerors read only one side of the story,
the myth without the semiotic, and they
blamed and killed the victim of the
impositioning dominant culture. The key
or truth of the semiotic was at the side of
Juan Diego, and the Bishop, as a dominant
authority, could not understand it.

The myth as spirituality

The re-reading of the event of the Tepeyac
opened a new dimension for the Latino

. spirituality in the New World. The vision

in the Tepeyac has a parallel with Exodus
and the call of Moses. It is a messianic
mission forapeople who were enslaved and
exploited under the power of a modemn
Pharaoh. The issue was not the temple but
the freedom of the people who inherited the
land from their ancestors and then had to
work in that land as slaves under their
invaders. December the 12th and the
Tepeyac became an historic sign of libera-
tion. The time and the geographic place
played an important role for the memory of
a people who had no memories. Tepeyac
was the central point for the New World
equidistant from the North and the South
extremities. There was no United States or
Argentina at that time. The mountain of the
revelation became the center of the message
of liberation for a continent in submission

9Fuentes, The Buried Mirror, 146.

19 Alex Garcia-Rivera, St. Martin de Por-
res, The “Little Stories and the Semiotics of
Culture” (New York, Orbis Books, 1995), 29.

"Virgilio Elizondo, Our Lady of
Guadalupe as a Cultural Symbol, in Liturgy
and Cultural Traditions (New York: Seabury
Press, 1977), 130-31. Quoted by Garcia-
Rivera, 29.

12Elizondo, Our Lady, 29.

B3 ]bid.
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he Lady is

interested
in the pains and suffer-
ing of a people whom
she wants to serve.

to the invaders. North and South had a new
promise, not a “promised land” but the
recovery of their dignity as human beings
and children of God.

More and more studies on the semiotics
of the culture related to the Lady of Guada-
lupe bring more light to the symbols of Juan
Diego’s vision. Juan Diego heard a peace-
ful music coming from the mountain fol-
lowed by the voice of the Lady who spoke
to him in Nahuatl, the language of the In-
dian, not in Spanish, the language of the
oppressors. The voice expressed the inten-
tion of the Lady to communicate with the
Indian people and her willingness tobe with
them, to live among them, to heal their pain
and bring hope. The roses of the message to
the Bishop grew in the mountain where
only desert plants grew.!* Voice, flowers,
and music were the components of the first
revelation of the Lady to the Indian and to
the Bishop, who represented the dominant
culture.

The miracle of the flowers happened
when Juan Diego was looking for help for
his tio (uncle) who was sick. The Lady told
Juan Diego not to worry about him because
she would cure him, which did happen. The
semiotic of this miracle refers to the people,
because in Spanish tio means people as well
as uncle.” The promise of healing was for
the whole people, not just for a particular ill

person among the Indian population.
Roberto S. Goizueta sees in the eventof the
Tepeyac an interrelation of the human ac-
tion or “praxis.”*® This interaction is rooted
in the human action or the life in the com-
munity.”” The dialogue between Juan Di-
ego and the Lady is not precisely an indi-
vidualist western-oriented conversation but
acommunal dialogue between two persons
who represent two dimensions of life and
promise. The dialogue includes precious
elements for the Latino people such as talk-
ing face to face, touching, flowers, music,
and walking the way. The Lady makes clear
to Juan Diego and in the message to the
Bishop that she is not a goddess—she is the
Mother of the True God. Thus, it was nota
dialogue with merely one of the representa-
tives of the gods or goddesses. This is a
communal praxis in which the Lady is inter-
ested in the pains and suffering of a people
whom she wants to serve. She was not
interested in their liberation from the mili-
tary and economic power of the invaders
but in their conversion to a new people and
anew world. There was no time frame nor
dateline but rather a promise and concern of
being with those tios who suffered and
needed healing.

Virgilio Elizondo introduces another
dimension of the encounter in the Tepeyac.
The semiotic again gives us symbols of
interaction. Elizondo sees in the encounter
a process which started in April, 1519,

“Virgilio Elizondo, Galilean Journey,
The Mexican-American Promise (New York:
Orbis Books, 1983), 10.

15 People can say tio for a person,
without having blood relation, or one can say
tios, plural, for people—esos tios-.

16Roberto S. Goizueta, Caminemos con
Jesis, Toward a Hispanic/Latino Theology of
Accompaniment (New York: Orbis Books,
1995), 77.

7 Ibid.
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when Hernén Cortés arrived in Mexico.'® It
was a process of an encounter between two
races, two worlds, and two cultures. Twelve
years later in the process the Lady becomes
the Mother of raza mestiza (mixed clan,
family, race or blood). The time, which
started with La Malinche, an Indian Prin-
cess who became Cortés’ wife and his lan-
guage interpreter, came to its climax when
the Lady talked to Juan Diego. The
sacralization of the Indians and mestizos as
human beings was declared in the encoun-
ter of the Tepeyac. The proclamation of the
mestizaje as creation of God destroyed the
violent imposition exercised by missionar-
ies on the soul of Indians, the only place
they could not conquer with the sword. The
years of imposition of the Spanish culture,
in spite of becoming free and independent
from Spain later on, destroyed the way to
return to preconquest patterns.'” Elizondo
adds that “The cultural clash of sixteenth-
century Spainand Mexico wasresolved and
reconciled in the brown Lady of Guada-
lupe. In her the new mestizo people finds its
meaning in its uniqueness, its unity.”?

Another symbol of identification with
the mestizo people was the color of her skin.
She was brown, the color of Indian skin.
That is why people call her even today “La
Morenita,” the brown Lady. Today one can
walk inside churches and hear people say
“She is like me, morena.” People make a
clear distinction between the Northern Eu-
ropean imported saints and “La Morenita.”
In the radiant clothes, as Juan Diego saw the
Lady, and in the tilma presented to the
Bishop, one can see a black belt or waist-
band, the symbol of a pregnant woman. The
pregnant woman is a symbol of the mestizaje
inside of the Lady, and the delivery will be
the freedom of those in slavery, Indians and
mestizos, the birth of a new day, an escha-
tological dimension of the new race.

It is impossible to separate the issue of

the historical proofs in the Tepeyac without
considering the impacton the Latino people.
‘Whether we have or do not have clear proof
of the apparition in the Tepeyac, it will not
destroy Our Lady of Guadalupe’s influence
on Latino spirituality. People can destroy
all arguments about the historical presence
of the Lady in the Tepeyac, but they cannot
destroy the symbol, the devotion to her.
This would repeat the actions of the con-
querors, destroying the political, educa-
tional, and spiritual systems, yet they could
notdestroy their souls. Latino spirituality is
not limited to the Juan Diego experience but
is a communal spirituality which comes
down through the centuries. It is not an
individual experience such as the formula,
“receive Jesus Christ as your personal Sav-
ior.” This spirituality is preserved in the
core of the community and its religious
celebrations and experiences.
TheLatinospirituality opens new fields
for doing theology different from the tradi-
tional North Atlantic theology. The Lady of
Guadalupe is an inspiration and a locus
theologicus from the feminine pointof view.
C. Gilbert Romero talks about the Latino
devotional as a symbol of pilgrimage.”
This symbol belongs to the people and is
present in celebrations in homes. People
pray the rosary together with the whole
family, every day, once a week, once a
month. They pray in front of the home altar
where there are many symbols of the
family’s pilgrimage; photographs, stones,
statues of saints, rosaries, crucifixes,candles,
books of prayers. Not everyone can under-
stand those symbols because they belong to

B Elizondo, Galilean Journey, 10.

Y bid., 10.

2Jbid., 12.

21C, Gilbert Romero, Hispanic Devo-
tional Piety, Tracing the Biblical Roots (New
York, Orbis Books, 1991), 50.
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aparticular praying community. Only those
who know the semiotic symbols will have
the key for understanding such spirituality.
In daily life no one can go all over the city
and attend religious services from different
confessions and be athome with all of them.
Many times those symbols belong to the
popular religion. They are not part of a
system which the structure supports, such
as the Bishop who received the news about
Guadalupe. His first reaction was to reject
the message because he believed that it was
from “otherindigenous gods.” It was some-
thing pagan and sinful to deal with which
did not deserve his precious time. The
semiotic reveals to us something we cannot
see at first. It is like water we drink but we
donotknow if it is good until the laboratory
tells us whether it is pure or not.

Rosa Maria Icaza sees the Latino spiri-
tuality as a unity of faith and life. She says
it would be irrelevant to preach a sermon
among Latinos which does not continue
their lives beyond the liturgical ceremony.?
Inside the liturgical process or home devo-
tions are “the sacredness of ancestral tradi-
tions.”? These traditions do not belongtoa
liturgical book but to the community which
worships in different places and times. The
paradigm of the Virgin of Guadalupe runs
through many of those traditions. Compo-
nents of the Latino spiritual traditions are
varied. Each region and country of Latin
America can create its own symbols, cel-
ebrate its own saints, regional festivals, and
celebrations. Wecan share anendlesslistof
celebrations such as Posadas, Dia de los
Muertos, Baptisms, Quinceaiieras, Confir-
mations, Weddings, Rosaries, Noven-arios,
Azahares (orange blossoms), Holy Week,
Easter, and so on.

All these areas open new possibilities
for doing theology from a particular locus.
Our Lady of Guadalupe inspires a variety of
topics regarding feminist theology.

How do Lutherans feel when people
start talking about a mission among Latinos
in our neighborhood? First, people are
concerned about the translation of our Lu-
theran confessions from Germany. Second,
they wonder if “those people” know En-
glish as the official language of communi-
cation. Third, if “they” come to our church,
where can we put them? Inaroom isolated
from the sanctuary, they will have theirown
“community” and can talk their language.
Many questions like that emerge in a plan-
ning committee on evangelism, which is
why it is very difficult for Lutherans to
attract people from other cultures to our
churches. We need to be flexible and walk
to the Tepeyac of our own spiritual experi-
ence. We cannot see the world merely from
our own windows or preach the gospel
through videos, tapes, or correspondence.
The cultural drama is always there. Latinos
or other people from different cultures are
not a hard disk on our computers where we
can erase from their souls all their spiritual-
ity and insert a new program. The Roman
Catholic Church tried for five hundred years
and came to the conclusion that it is impos-
sible to change the Indian spirituality. The
challenge to welcome, learn from, and in-
corporate Indian spirituality is still before
us.

2 Rosa Maria Icaza, Prayer, Worship,
and Liturgy in the United States Hispanic Key,
in Frontiers of Hispanic Theology in the
United States, ed. Allan Figueroa Deck (New
York: Orbis Books, 1992), 135.

B bid.

2 There are a number of good books in
this area. The author recommends at least two
important books: Jeanette Rodriguez, Our
Lady of Guadalupe, Faith and Empowerment
among Mexican-American Women (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1994). Ada Maria
Isasi Diaz, En la Lucha, In the Struggle
Elaborating a Mujerista Theology (Minneapo-
lis, Fortress Press, 1993).
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J.S. Bach presents a paradigm for modern
communication of the gospel through mu-
sic, for Bach builds bridges of and for inter-
action between musicians and audiences.
He does this in part by using familiar hymn
tunes that not only express one text but that
can carry many different texts. Unlike
Handel who excluded hymns from his ora-
torios, Bach the populist interpolates cho-
rales into his passions to “bring his audi-
ence onto the stage by old and familiar
hymns.” Thusaninteractive participation
with the audience or congregation is facili-
tated. As the “fifth evangelist,” Bach
chooses what Routley calls the “folksongs

of Lutheran pietism,” namely hymns, to
communicate the message of Christ cruci-
fied.> The chorus in the St. Matthew Pas-
sion draws the hearers into the disciples’
question: “Isitl, Lord?” (Herr,binich’s?).
“It’s I” (Ich bin’s), the chorale continues,
using Isaac’s tune, LBW 282:

1t’s I, I should suffer
Bound hand and foot
In Hell;
The lashes and fetters
And what you suffered—
That has my soul deserved.
(cf. The Lutheran Hymnal
(TLH) 172, st. 5)

!Eric Routley, Church Music & the
Christian Faith (Carol Stream, IL: Agape,
1978), 42f. Routley presents Bach as the
bridge between pietism and the neo-Pietism of
the Romantic era, rather than simply between
Orthodoxy and the classicism of the Rational-
ist age.

2Routley, 57f. Cf. Jaroslav Pelikan,

Bach Among the Theologians (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1986), 39, citing Paul Minear’s point
that Bach saw the role of the interpreter as
giving priority to the axis “between the events
narrated and the contemporary audience
whose members are called on to respond to
those events in unqualified immediacy and
with their whole being.”
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Then after the Sanhedrin condemnsJesusas
deserving death, and the soldiers strike him
and taunt him to identify his tormentor, the
chorus sings:

Who has thus struck thee,

My salvation, and—with torments

So evil—abused you?

You are surely not a sinner

Like us and our children;

You know nothing of transgressions.
(cf. TLH 171, st. 3)

Bach uses these stanzas taken from Paul
Gerhardt’s hymn to continue the theme
introduced at the beginning of the St. Mat-
thew Passion in Heermann’s beloved “Ah,
holy Jesus” (“Herzliebster Jesu,” TLH 143;
LBW 123). This summarizes Christ’s suf-
fering (TLH 143, st. 1 & 2) and personalizes
human responsibility (TLH 143, st. 6 & 7;
LBW 123, st. 2), as Bach both borrows and
parallels Heermann’s point in the hymn.

“Who was the guilty?”

The unpublished gospel rock musical by
Jonathon Henry Anderson, Most Excellent
Theophilus (discussed later in this essay),
follows Bach’s pattern, as Peter sings:

As the dawn breaks,
I have denied you!
Fear of man has overcome me.

Then Judas confesses:

With one kiss
I betrayed your love, Lord!
Love of money consumes my soul.

At the crucifixion Peter and Judas join in a
duet:

Fear breeds fear Lord
I just can’t stand it anymore:
I have forsaken the very son of God.

The centurion Theophilus sings:
In this dark hour,

I crucified you —
Following orders forced my hand.

Then the trio draws everyone onto the stage
as the audience is invited to identify with
the players:

I've denied you!
I have betrayed you!
I crucified you!

Oh my God,

What have we done
Abandoned you!

For selfishness despises love.
O my Lord,

I hid my face from you.

I cannot bear the thought

Of your eyes upon me!

“All hail...!”

Bach, in the St. Matthew Passion, has yet
another way to personalize the active con-
frontation with law and gospel. Words of
respect become betrayaland mockery, “Hail:
Rabbi” and “Hail, King of the Jews”
(“Gegruesset seist du...”). These words of
treachery and torture are inverted into praise
of the crucified One: “Osacred head... I joy
to call thee mine” (Gegruesset seist du mir
= I hail you!) Hassler’s love-song (“My
mind is so confused”) is transformed by
Paul Gerhardt and harmonized by Bach to
facilitate participation in a faith-response to
Jesus as the stricken, rising Shepherd (TLH
172, st. 5). Tempted to betraying, denying,
and forsaking Jesus like the disciples, the
Christian too vows faithfulness in the face
of Christ’s suffering (TLH 172, st. 6). As
Pilate marvels at Jesus’ silence before his
accusers, the chorus calls us to commit our
ways to him as the one who rules nature.
This time the chorale has no obvious con-
nection with the text of Gerhardt’s hymn.
Rather it is an example of Bach using a
familiar tune to carry an unfamiliar text.
Immediately following the soldier’s mock
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hailing of the King of the Jews come the
first two stanzas of “O Sacred Head,” who
is “full of blood and wounds, sorrow and
scorn” and “derided with a crown of thorns,”
the once majestic face and shining eyes now
pale and dim: to him are offered highest
honor and adoration! (TLH 172, LBW 116,
Lutheran Worship 113). The sixthand final
appearance of “O Sacred Head” is immedi-
ately after Jesus’ death, which draws us into
contemplating the threat of our own dying,
remembering that “the power of your an-
guish and pain rescues me from anguish”
(cf. TLH 172, st. 9).

From the Reformation portrayals of the
offices of Christ as Prophet, Priest and King,
Bach chooses to focus the St. Matthew Pas-
sion on the prophetic role of Christ the
Vicar. Representing both God and human-
ity, Christ the Prophet speaks and reveals
the Word, and dies both for us and in our
place. Pelikan calls this passion a medita-
tion on Anselm’s view of the cross as a
vicarious satisfaction,® the view of the
Atonement that dominated Protestant the-
ology in the 17th century.

Refusing to let us skip too easily to the
resurrection, Bach leaves us weeping re-
pentant tears at the tomb, while at the same
time singing “Mein Jesu, gute Nacht.” We
continue to sing to his worn-out body, “Rest
quietly, quietly rest!” For his grave should
also berest to the anguished conscience and
soul! The only mention of resurrection at
the end of the Passion is from those who
seek to foil a “Passover plot” by a seal and
a watch,

“He’s just a man!”

How, then, does Bach differ from the re-
flections of the sixties’ death-of-God the-
ologies in Jesus Christ, Superstar and
Godspell? Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Super-
star is all too human (“He’s a man—he’s

justaman! He’snotaking...”). Heisarebel
without a clear cause. Judas’ question also
seems to be Jesus’ own question: “Who are
you? What have you sacrificed?” Jesus
appears an unwilling victim, not the Vicar
of God who willingly bears the sin and
death of the world. Atbest, Jesus is seen as
a heroic human being, not God incarnate

. and crucified. Jesus may be hip and cool,

but this adolescent uncertainty* and rage are
his appeal. SoJudas, like Mary Magdalene,
cries: “I don’t know how to love him!”
Jesus’ rage makes the cry “It is finished”
sound like “I’ve had it.” Moreover, the only
one of the seven last words omitted by
Superstaristhe prayer of trust: “Father, into
your hands, I commend my spirit.” On the
other hand, Judas’ despairing rage, T have
been saddled with the murder of you... I
havebeenused... youhavemurderedme...,”
sounds like “I’ve been had!”

And how about the absence of resur-
rection? Is Webber’s Superstar any differ-
ent from Bach? The wordless, poignant
dirge that follows Jesus’ death is entitled
“John 19:41” (“Now in the place where he
was crucified, there wasa garden, and in the
garden a new tomb where no one had ever
been laid.”) This is very different from
Bach’s lullaby, which awaits the Easter
awakening. In the 20th anniversary Lon-
don cast recording there are “new [1992]
additional lyrics” by Tim Rice, entitled
“Could We Start Again Please?” Is the
resurrection “just a dream” or areality “too
frightening” to face? One 25th anniversary
production had the cross flashing with lights
after Jesus’ death. Is that the “glory” of the
cross or a hint of the resurrection? Is the
tragic hero saluted or the crucified Lord

3Pelikan, Bach, 89-101.

‘Richard Hawley, “Some Thought on the
Pop Jesus,” Anglican Theological Review 55:3
(1973), 343f.
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resurrected?

By contrast to the tragedy of Superstar,
Godspell is comedy—in the technical and
sometimes the slapstick sense.’ Ballads,
folk, blues, rock, and a Broadway-style are
the musical genres in which old texts—
biblical and hymnic—are reworked. Un-
like Superstar, they seldom carry the story
along; rather they are used as vehicles for
Jesus’ teachings. Hawley suggests such
instruction means “to delight the hell out of
you.” But for all the playfulness, there is
the suggestion of incarnation as Superman
(not Superstar), in “Prepare ye the way of
the Lord.” The hymn, “O bless the Lord,
my soul,” proclaims: “He pardons all thy
sins... and ransoms thee from death.” The
affirmation of the crucified God in the cho-
rus’ response, “O God, you’re dead,” yields
to the hope of resurrection in “Long live
God.” Such is the shape of Godspell’s
divine comedy; but until the end, Jesus
seems mostly a comic clown.

“Nothing... except... Christ...
crucified”

When Bach focuses the passions on the
cross, he follows the lead of Paul in I Cor-
inthians 1 & 2 in determining “to know
nothing among you except Jesus Christ and
him crucified.” The cross is the center of
Paul’s letter, but not the end (finis). In fact
he spends the lengthy 15th chapter on the
resurrection—Christ’sand ours. LikeJohn’s
Gospel, Bach sees the crucifixionas Christ’s
hour of “glorification,” if not exaltation.
This contrasts with those theologies (of
glory?) that see Good Friday only as defeat
and Easter alone as victory. Pelikan charac-
terizes Bach’s St. John Passion as a procla-
mation of Christ as Victor on Good Friday.’

The Victor is the counterpart of the
office of Christ as King. Even without the
Prologue of John 1, the glory of the incar-

nate Lord is heard in the opening chorus,
“Herr, unser Herrscher”—almost impos-
sible to render in English (usually “Lord,
thou our Master”). The translational prob-
lem is intensified by the further description
of Christ’s renown as “herrlich” and the
true andeternal Son of God as “verherrlicht.”
Perhaps we could translate: “Majesty, our
most sovereign Majesty... whose fame is
majestic..., you... will be magnified.” If
kingliness and not just deity are in view
here, so also Jesus’ response to Pilate about
his “unworldly” kingdom evokes this cho-
ral response to the tune of Johann Crueger’s
Herzliebster Jesus (“Ah, Holy Jesu™):

Ah, majestic King, great for all time,
How can I proclaim thy faithfulness
enough?

Finally, even Pilate is forced to proclaim,
“Behold your King” and to write, “Jesus of
Nazareth, the King of the Jews.”

That the cross is seen as victory is made
clear in the alto aria that follows Jesus’
words, “It is finished”: “The hero from
Judah conquers with might and ends the
fight.” The bass then asks: “Am I from
death set free?” The bowing of Jesus’ head
in death signs the silentanswer, “Yes! Yes!”
The chorus sees beyond the cross and sings:
“Jesus, you who were dead, live now with-
out end... you who have atoned for me...
give me only what you have won.” Then the
tenor’s heart cries out that “the whole world
in Jesus’ sufferings likewise suffers.” The
soprano, “With tears overflowing,” an-
nounces: “Thy Jesus is dead!” How is it
that the soloists are still stuck on Good
Friday and the chorus prays to the risen
Lord?

5Ralph W. Quere, “Superstar and
Godspell,” dialog 12 (Summer 1973) 221-23.

$Hawley, “...Pop Jesus,” 343.

7Pelikan, Bach, 104-115.
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ike John’s

Gospel,
Bach sees the crucifix-
ion as Christ’s hour of
“glorification.”

Narrative criticism can help us see what
Bach is doing here. Critics draw a distinc-
tion between the author, the narrator—the
“I” in Luke’s Gospel who interviewed the
eyewitnesses and who wrote an “orderly
account” of the story of Jesus for a person
named Theophilus. There may be adistinc-
tion between the implied author of Luke-
Acts, viz. Luke, and the real author who is
anonymous. The implied readers are those
who read over the shoulders of Theophilus
or borrow or overhear the narrative. There
are also the real readers—whether late first-
century Syrian or twentieth-century Ameri-
can congregations.

This narrative structure has a parallel
in what Bach is doing in the passions: the
evangelists, John or Matthew, simply recite
the biblical text and thus function as narra-
tors, while the soloists sing the words of
Jesus, the disciples and their enemies; the
“narratee,” viz. Theophilus, listens without
comment, but the “implied readers” are like
Bach’s soloists, who are outside observ-
ers—who overhear and sometimes overre-
act to the narrative—just like the disciples.
The chorus in Bach represents the real
readers and is the bridge to the audience/
congregation. This is the vehicle for the
interaction that brings the audience “onto
the stage.” Unlike the outside observer/
soloists, the chorus in the chorales does
know the rest of the story and sees clearly

beyond the tomb.

Thus the lullaby of the chorus thatends
the St. John Passion is addressed to the dead
Jesus, praying that he “rest well,” knowing
that his grave opens heaven and closes hell
for us. The final chorale is petition and
praise:

So then from death awaken me
So that my eyes may see thee
In fullness of joy, O Son of God,
My Savior and my throne of grace!
Lord Jesus Christ, hear me,

Oh hear Thou me
I will Thee praise eternally!

Onelast glimpse of the victorious King
who has defeated sin, death and the devil—
closing hell and opening heaven—is seen in
the image of Jesus as “my throne of grace”
(“Gnadenthron,”) presumably a reference
to Hebrews 4:16, but here personalized in
Jesus himself as the locus of sovereign
mercy for the world.®

Rocking the gospel today

“Liturgical evangelism™ in the 90s is often
used to describe alternate styles of contem-

# Earlier, when Jesus had stood before
Pilate, the chorus had sung: “Through your
imprisonment, Son of God, has come our
freedom. Your dungeon is the throne of
grace....” Like Luther’s translation of propi-
tiation/expiation (hilasterion: the mercy-seat
of the Ark of the Covenant) in Rom 3:25 as
Gnadenstuhl, so a Protestant artist in the 16th
century created a Protestant Pieta, portraying
God the Father holding the body of the dead
Jesus and entitling it Gnadenstuhl. Whether
as Victor or Victim, God’s merciful grace is
embodied in the crucified Lord of glory.

% Robert E. Webber, Liturgical Evange-
lism: Worship as Outreach and Nurture
(Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse, 1986), 1:
“Liturgical evangelism calls a person into
Christ and the church through a conversion
regulated and ordered by worship. These
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porary worship designed for the “secker.”
In form and context, this is not unlike the
songs, prayers and Scripture readings of a
Billy Graham crusade, or a Billy Sunday
revival or a Charles Finney camp meeting
on the frontier. The Western liturgy in its
Roman Catholic, Episcopal or Lutheran
forms hasevangelistic power because of the
Word its words bear.'® When joined with
music—depending on the difficulty of the
setting and how “user-friendly” its form
and presentation are—the encounter with
the living Word can, humanly speaking,
either be facilitated or frustrated. However,
the Holy Spiritis free and will not be blocked,
or even forced, by our efforts. We need to
remove unnecessary barriers and certainly
“offenses”—as much as humanly possible.
One of the strengths of the sung liturgy is
the possibility of participation by the wor-
shippers, including visiting “seckers.” This
will obviously vary with musical gifts and
tastes. As arealistic compromise between
worship needs of God’s people and their
evangelistic outreach, the integrity of litur-
gical texts should be maintained and seek-
ers’ services designed with any music that
parishioners like and can sing: blues, folk,
rock, or country. There are plenty of new
settings available!

Bach’s passions provide the paradigm
of a different kind of liturgical evangelism.
Performed Good Friday afternoon, his pas-
sion did not take the place of the regular
liturgy. His passions have roots in medieval
passion plays, in the dramatic passions of
the 16th century, and in the budding operas
of the 18th century. These provided the
historical and cultural justification for
Bach’sendeavors. Like opera, Bach’s pas-
sions regularly used recitative (rooted in
plainsong chant) for the evangelist and for
most of the words sung by Jesus, the dis-
ciples and their enemies. Sometimes the
replies are melodic. The arias of the outside
observers are melodic songs, as are many of
the chorus parts. Other chorus parts are
familiar hymns, usually reharmonized by
Bach, in altered meters, usually more iso-
metric than the original. The important
pointis that the hymn tunes were familiar—
“the folk-tunes of Lutheran pietism.” The
secular roots of “O Sacred Head” as a love-
song undoubtedly increased familiarity.
That it could be readapted as a protest-song
in the 60s, “Because All Men are Brothers,”
shows its flexibility; i.e. good tunes can
“carry” many texts. This differs from the
Romantic notion that a tune must precisely
express one text only. Some scholars argue
that the congregation may have sung along
with the chorus in these hymns; at least,
some would have hummed along.

To the principle of familiarity must be
added a principle of viability. It is my own
observation and conviction that if people
know either the text or the tune of a hymn,

services order the inner experiences of
repentance from sin, faith in Christ, conver-
sion of life, and entrance into the Christian
community.”

19Ralph W. Quere, “Worship and
Evangelism,” Augsburg Resource Cassette,
Series 5, No. 5.
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they are more tolerant about learning the
other part. For example, people may prefer
the familiar tune of “Amazing Grace,” but
they will try anew one. If both tune and text
are new—and difficult—one can hear and
almostfeel vibrationsof hymnal slammings.
The familiar made viable by simplicity, by
a choir “modeling” a stanza, or by song
leaders facilitating an interactive participa-
tion, helps communicate the message.

Familiarity and viability come notonly
from favorite tunes but also from beloved
styles of music, whether Baroque, Classical
or Romantic in its classic, folk, blues, rock,
or country varieties. The kind of music one
likes helps communicate, on both intellec-
tual and emotional levels, the message em-
bodied and expressed in it. Even if one who
prefers classical music finds certain kinds
of rock and country neither familiar, under-
standable, nor likeable, most people today
react thus to most classical music! Church
musicians need to be more willing and able
to compromise on tunes while maintaining
the integrity of the texts. Church members
need to be more willing and ready to com-
promise the beloved “old” hymns (usually
meaning 19th century Romantic hymns of
the Victorian erarather than classic Luther-
an chorales) in favor of the equally Roman-
tic twentieth century music of today. This
compromise is needed to keep and reach
today’s “youth,” including baby boomers
in their 30s and 40s.

Rock Gospel according to
Theophilus

What Lutherans have long understood about
participation in worship via hymnody and
liturgy has been rediscovered by Roman
Catholics since Vatican II. What Lutherans
need to discover from the experience of
Baptists and Methodists in the 18th and
19th century revivals and from today’s evan-

gelicals and pentecostals is the evangelistic
potential of music inreaching those outside
the church and the faith. We cannot
repristinate and repeat what Bach did, butas
he borrowed from the modemn opera, so
churchmusicians can borrow not only con-
temporary music forms but musical drama
as well. The rock opera or musical can
become a medium for the means of grace,
whether using the media of stage, screen, or
recording.

An example of this new evangelistic
model for youth and families is the musical
Most Excellent Theophilus. A team of
youth and adults related to the seminary
communities of Dubuque wrote the script.
A cast, ages 12-52, performed it locally and
at the National Lutheran Youth Gathering
in Atlanta (1994). A recently produced and
published sequel, Prodigal, was scheduled
for performance at the 1997 Youth Gather-
ing in New Orleans. Theophilus and Prodi-
gal are examples of what is being done and
can be utilized and emulated locally.!!

Most Excellent Theophilus is Luke’s
Gospel in a New Revised Non-Standard
Version. It attempts to tell Jesus’ story
using contemporary images, examples,
metaphors and slang without losing the
once-for-all, universal meaning of his death
and resurrection. Like Bach’s St. John
Passion, Theophilus begins with Jesus’
Lordship, announcing the incarnation in
rap. The shepherds encounter a young
Roman soldier, Theophilus, and relate the
angels’ birth announcement of Christ the
Lord, “you know, a King of kings and Lord
of lords, like the emperor.”

The angels’ Gloria parallels “peace on
earth” with the crowd’s shout of “peace in

" Script and music for Most Excellent
Theophilus and Prodigal are available from
the Center for Youth Ministries, Wartburg
Seminary, Dubuque, IA 52003.
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heaven” on Palm Sunday. In the temptation
scene, Satan promises to keep the “little
baking secret” of the rocks hot enough to
bake pizza if Joshua (the name by which
Jesus is called) will make bread. He even
. offers, like Dostoevsky’s?? Grand Inquisi-
tor, the lure of “no more poor, no more
hungry, no more sick.” Jesus rejects the
temple stunt (without a bungee chord) by
saying, “Don’t play games with God!”

The writers of Theophilus made Jesus’
“mission statement” in Nazareth the crite-
rion for the events selected from Luke’s
Gospel: (1) preaching good news to the
poor, (2) proclaiming release to captive
prisoners, (3) healing the blind, and (4)
setting free victims broken by oppression.
They selected the following stories: heal-
ing the centurion’sdying servant (Lk 7: 1ff.),
absolving the sinner woman (Lk 7:36ff.),
feeding the 5,000 (Lk 9:10ff.), healing the
blind man enroute to Jerusalem (Lk 18:35ff.
—by dramatic license placed in the Temple).
But the central outworking of Jesus’ mis-
sion is focused on the liberation effected by
his victory on the cross. Satan confronts
“Joshua” with a last temptation in the taunt:
“If you’re God’s Son... ourking, jumpdown,
King Josh.” Josh responds to the tempter as
he did in the initial temptation: “Jump back,
you devil. You’ve lost. I've won. You’re
done!” Remembering back to that Bethle-
hem night long ago, the centurion Theophi-
lus cries out in anguish, wondering whether
he has killed that holy “Lord” of whom the
shepherds spoke. Satan in jubilation cries
out: “He’sdead! He’slost. I’ve won! He’s
done!” In a final confrontation on Easter,
Josh proves Satan’s boast false. Joshua
brings Theophilus to see that, like the prodi-
gal son, though lost, he has been found;
though unworthy, he is forgiven; though
dead, he has been made alive. And to the
audience Josh says, “Peace is yours. Just
believe!”

The shortcoming of Jesus Christ, Su-
perstar lies in its failure to present incarna-
tion, atonementand resurrection; its strength
lies in asking the right questions about
Christ’s person (“Who are you?”’) and work
(“What have you sacrificed?”) If Godspell
assumes—without proclaiming—the sav-
ing death and resurrection of God-in-the-
flesh, its weakness lies in “playing” church
when the church lives under the cross. Per-
haps because of that, Godspell’ s message is
less the good news of the word of the cross
than the bad news of the law’s demand. The
passions of Bach provide a model of proc-
lamation and response to the word of the
cross. Reflecting on the music and words of
Bach’s passions can give us criteria for
evaluating and producing contemporary
musical presentations of the gospel. More-
over, Bach is a faithful guide in communi-
cating the gospel. Thisnew hybridof Bach’s
passions and the passion of Superstar’s
tragic rock opera and Godspell’s folk-rock
musical comedy can become a vehicle for
the message of Christ crucified and risen.

Familiarity of musical forms helps the
church meet people where they are: that
constitutes its viability. Interactive partici-
pation personalizes the experience of guilt
and the response of faith by helping us
identify with characters of the musical
drama. The chorus, as for Bach, can be the
bridge to the audience, mirroring contem-
porary reactions and pointing beyond reac-
tion to revelation of new meaning and fresh
hope. Itis not that the medium is to become
the message but that the media of dramaand
music can become media/means of grace.
Like preaching, musical dramacan be Word
of God if it communicates law and gospel.
Like the passion plays and the dramatic,
oratorio, or opera passions, contemporary
musical drama can be that new form of
“liturgical evangelism” that can reach out
and proclaim good news to the unreached!
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Ministry and Theology in Global Perspec-
tive: Contemporary Challenges for the
Church. Edited by Don A. Pittman, Ruben
L. F. Habito and Terry C. Muck. Grand
Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1996. xii
and 524 pages. Paper. $35.00.

This is an excellent textbook for theological
students who are interested in the area of con-
temporary missiology, especially in relation to
other religions. The book is compiled by three
theological educators representing three major
Christian communities of Roman Catholics,
evangelicals and mainline Protestants. The edi-
tors take global aspects of theologies and theo-
logical education seriously and take the well-
being of the “spaceship Earth” as an essential
concern of theologies. The editors profoundly
express their Christian concern and sense of
responsibility of caring for the ecological health
of the earth, seeing the interdependent nature of
human life on earth beyond the welfare and
security of a nation. The book, therefore, calls
Christians to strive toward the establishment of
a “Kin-dom form of spirituality” testifying to
humanssinfulness, failed stewardship of the earth,
and lack of concern for others.

The book has three major parts. The first
part deals with the theology of religions and
explores different ways of understanding and
relating to other world religions by Christian
theologians in the past and present; the second
part deals with new definitions and understand-
ings of mission and missionaries; and the final
part deals with the importance of dialogue in
Christian ministry. Each part of the book in-
cludes introductory essays by the editors and
useful resources and texts of important theolo-
gians.

The value of the book rests in providing
these resources of theological statements, espe-
cially of those so-called third world theologians
who are not well known in the western world
today. However, the contents of the book lack
any creative new thoughts or insights. The book
is the result of a labor of love to be helpful to
theological students providing outlines, ques-
tions, and resources in the area of contemporary
missiology.

WiJo Kang
Wartburg Theological Seminary

Inthe Embrace of God: Feminist Approaches
to Theological Anthropology. Edited by
Ann O’Hara Graff. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1995. vi and 234 pages. Paper.
$19.00.

Growing out of eight years of conversation in the
Catholic Theological Society, In the Embrace of
God is an anthology of essays by individuals
knitted together for a common purpose: to
define and elucidate how women’s experience
illumines both theology and anthropology, espe-
cially the combination of the two as theological
anthropology.

The introduction spotlights the book’s pur-
pose and methodology. O’Hara Graff defines
theological anthropology as the mingled rela-
tionship of theology (words about God) and
anthropology (words about human beings). The
study begins with two assertions: human beings
are fundamentally within God’s embrace, and
human beings are essentially social creatures
immersed in and participating in community.

Part I, “The Framework,” consists of two
clarion articles by Mary Ann Zimmer and Mary
Ann Hinsdale. These essays provide critical
reflection on the texture, the goals, and the
methods of feminism. Here the reader encoun-
ters why feminism in general and feminist theo-
logical anthropology in particular are issues of
justice, not only for women but for anyone who
is subjugated and disdained.

Part II, “Foundations in Experience,” be-
gins to articulate the specific geographical, cul-
tural, and linguistic contexts which women ex-
perience. O’Hara Graff writes about the neces-
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sity of women’s experience in making known
the limits of malestream (mainstream + male)
theology. This malestream theology, although it
may claim to be universal, cannot speak for
women; likewise, women of one context (white
women, for example) cannot speak for all women.
Two essays, by Maria Pilar Aquino and Ada
Maria Isasi-Diaz, specify and elaborate on the
Latina and mujerista contexts for theological
anthropology.

PartITl, “Explorations in Experience,” is by
far the most eclectic section of the book. Au-
thors in this section look toward a variety of
disciplines—feminist psychologies, liberation
theologies, theologies of sexuality—to augment
the breadth of the vision of women’s experi-
ences. PartIV, “Experience and Specific Theo-
logical Issues,” tackles the issues of sin, eco-
feminism, and the prickly topic of the image of
God. These four essays piece together a vision
where women and the earth are no longer harmed
by a hierarchy of worth, authority, and domina-
tion.

This book is a helpful and multi-disciplin-
ary volume that describes all earthly inhabitants
as one diverse community, whose members can
learn from one another. With the help of books
like this, women’s experiences can be heard and
can become foundations for new theological
partnerships and dialogue. Women’s experi-
ences are crucial in forming a theological an-
thropology in which men and women can dis-
solve the barnacles of prejudice on the basis of
gender.

Bonnie Flessen
Wartburg Theological Seminary

Jesus Christ in the Preaching of Calvin and
Schleiermacher. By Dawn DeVries. Lou-
isville: Westminster John Knox, 1996. x
and 114 pages. Cloth. $15.00.

What impact did historical criticism have on
Protestant Christian preaching? Was there a
difference in the way precritical and postcritical
preachers proclaimed Christ? Dawn DeVries
addresses these questions by exploring the im-
portance of the Jesus of history for the preaching
of Calvin and Schleiermacher. The aim of her

study is to demonstrate: “Itis the Christ present
in the proclaimed Word (the Christous praesens)
that is at the center of both Calvin’s and
Schleiermacher’s preaching” (ix).

Chapter 1 sets the context for this study in
terms of the christological issues raised by his-
torical criticism, as well as the neo-orthodox
criticism of Schleiermacher’s theology of the
Word. Chapter 2 explores Calvin’s understand-
ing of Word as sacrament. Chapter 3 analyzes
Calvin’s sermons on the synoptic Gospels, ask-
ing how the notion of Christ present in the
proclaimed Word affected his preaching of Christ.
Chapters 4 and 5 focus on Schleiermacher’s
theology of the Word and his preaching on
Gospel texts. Chapter 6 draws comparisons
between Calvin and Schleiermacher, noting their
similar understandings of the Word of God and
the task of preaching, and their differences in
relating the doctrines of the sacramental Word
and the work of Christ. The chapter concludes
by suggesting the fruitfulness of the notion of the
sacramental Word for the contemporary task of
preaching.

DeVries’ own intention for this volume is
to provide insight into the theologies of Calvin
and Schleiermacher, and the doctrinal develop-
ment of the Protestant tradition. As a preacher
and teacher of preachers, I find it thought-pro-
voking in other areas as well. The book offers
and impetus for reflection about the relationship
between biblical criticism and the task of preach-
ing, and the theology of preaching and the notion
of Word as sacrament. Implicitly, the book asks
an important question of contemporary preach-
ers: How do your sermons reflect and reveal
your understanding of Jesus Christ?

Marsha M. Wilfong
University of Dubuque Theological Seminary
Dubuque, Iowa
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The God of Israel and Christian Theology.
By R. Kendall Soulen. Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1996. xii and 195 pages.
Paper. $17.00.

Professor Soulen presents in this volume both a
careful critique of the inherent su;/ersessionism
within Christianity and a tenacious proposal for
purging it. Beginning with the non-negotiable,
“the God of the Hebrew Scriptures acted in Jesus
of Nazareth for all the world” (1; 109) and the
understanding that “supersessionism is a spe-
cifically theological problem because it threat-
ens to render the existence of the Jewish people
amatter of indifference to the God of Israel” (4),
Soulen proposes a fresh, Bible-oriented theo-
logical matrix out of which to view the God of
Israel, Jesus the Christ, and the relationship
between Christianity and Judaism.

The major shift which he proposes in the
focus of this matrix is from the traditional
economy of redemption to an economy of con-
summation, which he describes as “an economy
of mutual blessing between those who are and
who remain different” (111). He argues that
Christianity suffers from a latent semi-gnosti-
cism of history (i.e., Old Testament-New Testa-
ment) whereby Christianity has lost its biblical
orientation especially in regard to the Hebrew
Scriptures relying, rather, on what he calls the
“standard canonical narrative.” This canonical
narrative is the Christian framework for reading
scripture which highlights God’s work as re-
deemer alone with Christ as the focus of both
testaments ultimately removing the gospel from
its proper context and resulting in “an eviscera-
tion of the God of Israel in Christian theology”
(55).

Divided into two major sections, the first
provides a guided tour through the development
of this canonical narrative throughout Christian
history. In the early apologetic work of Justin
Martyr and Irenaeus, Soulen places the root of
supersessionism in the belief that the church
became the new spiritual Israel replacing the old,
camal Israel making the Hebrew Scriptures
largely irrelevant. He thenmoves to adiscussion
of the blatant supersessionist theology of Kant
and Schleiermacher, who attempt to dissolve the
connection between the God of Christianity and

|\

the God of Israel altogether by initiating a pro-
cess of “de-Judaization” within Christian theol-
ogy (78). His tour ends with a critique of the
attempts by Barth and Rahner to overcome the
standard canonical narrative. According to
Soulen, their attempts ultimately fail because
they fail to address its roots in supersessionism.
This section makes-up for its lack of breadth in
the depth of understanding of the development
and deep-seated nature of supersessionism within
the Christian Tradition.

Part two provides the reader with an engag-
ing and challenging proposal for overcoming the
reliance on the canonical narrative and, thus,
supersessionism itself. Soulen accomplishes
this by shifting the ultimate paradigm of the
divine economy from one of redemption to one
of consummation. His proposal in short is:
“Christians should acknowledge that God’s his-
tory with Israel and the nations is the permanent
and enduring medium of God’s work as the
Consummator of human creation, and therefore
it is also the permanent and enduring context of
the gospel about Jesus” (110). God’s work as
Redeemer, though essential, is penultimate in
that “God acts in fidelity to God’s work as
Consummator by refusing to let curse have the
last word” (148). The economy of mutual bless-
ing between God and God's people, between
Israel and the nations is the ultimate purpose of
the economy of blessing. Throughout this sec-
tion Soulen maintains a christocentrism that
ultimately places his conclusions somewhere
outside of pluralism.

This book will prove challenging and, hope-
fully, a bit disturbing to the professor and parish
pastor alike, for it is not often that the Church is
reminded of its largely Gentile nature. This

" study provesradical in the true sense of the word

probing the roots of the Christian faith and the
problem of supersessionism.

Samuel D. Giere

Wartburg Theological Seminary
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Life Together/Prayerbook of the Bible. By
Dietrich Bonhoeffer. Translated from the
German Edition edited by Gerhard Miiller
and Albrecht Schonherr. English Edition
edited by Geffrey B. Kelly. Translated by
Daniel W.Bloesch and James H. Burtness.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, volume 5.
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996. xiv
and 218 pages. Cloth. $30.00.

Life Together and Prayerbook of the Bible, two
classics of Christian spirituality written by Diet-
rich Bonhoeffer, the German Lutheran pastor
and theologian who was martyred by the Nazis
in 1945, are appearing together in print for the
firsttime. This volume is the first to be published
in Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works (DBWE), aschol-
arly English edition of the new German critical
edition of Bonhoeffer’s writings. Act and Being
(DBWE 2) has also been published. One or two
volumes will be published per year until all 17
have been completed. Volumes 1-8 are fresh
translations of books previously published in
English. Volumes 9-16 are collections of letters,
essays, sermons, and other shorter writings orga-
nized in eight successive chronological time
periods from 1918-1945. Much of this material
has never been available in English. Volume 17
willbe anindex volume. Readers of DBWE will
appreciate the extensive editorial apparatus, the
concerted effort to maintain consistency of trans-
lation throughout the series, and the employ-
ment of gender-inclusive language inasmuch as
this is “possible without distorting Bonhoeffer’s
meaning or disassociating him from his own
time” (viii). A significant improvement to Life
Together is the inclusion of Bonhoeffer’s origi-
nal preface.

Life Together has had a significant impact
on a wide variety of Christian congregations and
communities ever since it was first published in
Englishin 1954. To alarge extent it was inspired
by the “life together” of Bonhoeffer and his
students at the illegal preachers’ seminary at
Finkenwalde. When the Gestapo finally shut
this seminary down in late 1937, Bonhoeffer felt
compelled to publish his thoughts on Christian
community. He views Life Together as one
contribution to the church’s responsibility to
explore what the Holy Scriptures teach us con-

cerning “life together under the Word” (27). The
thematic chapters of Life Together offer a fruit-
ful structure for a study of Christian community:
Community, The Day Together, The Day Alone,
Service, and Confession and the Lord’s Supper.
I have also used the chapter on Christian service
as the basis for a series of Lenten meditations on
the various ministries or services which are
crucial to the well-being of a Christian commu-
nity.

InPrayerbook of the BibleBonhoeffer iden-
tifies the Psalms as a “priceless treasure” (161)
of the church for teaching us how to pray. The
use of the Psalms for personal and communal
prayer was a vital part of Bonhoeffer’s own life
and of life together at the Finkenwalde seminary.
Bonbhoeffer classifies the Psalms according to
these themes: creation, law, the history of salva-
tion, the Messiah, the church, life, suffering,
guilt, enemies, and the end. One might question
whether all of the Psalms are, strictly speaking,
prayers. Itis probably more accurate to describe
the Psalms as the “hymnbook of the Bible.”
Nonetheless, the Psalms are, as Bonhoeffer
clearly recognized, a valuable resource for culti-
vating and renewing our personal and communal
prayer life.

Mark Brocker
Trinity Lutheran Church
McMinnville, Oregon

Books reviewed in Currents can be ordered
through the LSTC Book Center
1100 East 55th Street, Chicago, IL 60615
(773) 256-0753
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Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost—Thanksgiving Day
Series B

No Ordinary Time, No Ordinary People

Reading about the Revised Common Lectionary, I keep bumping into references
to “Ordinary Time” and such relatively new (to me) entities as “Proper 9” and
“Proper 20.” Here is my understanding (and quite possibly my misunderstand-
ing) of the situation. Until the reforms carried out in the Roman Catholic Church
in 1969, the language “Ordinary Time” simply did not exist as a liturgical term.
It was common to celebrate the Sundays after Epiphany and the Sundays after
Pentecost as constituting discrete seasons in the Church Year: the “Season of
Epiphany” and “the Season of Pentecost.”

Now some speak of the Sundays “after Epiphany” and the Sundays “after
Pentecost” as belonging to “Ordinary Time,” and they tell us this language is not
intended to downgrade those Sundays. No, no! The exact opposite is their
intention. Sundays after Epiphany together with Sundays after Pentecost should
not be viewed as existing in the shadow of the two great festivals but as consti-
tuting a distinct portion of the Church Year all their own. All these Sundays
celebrate the mystery of Jesus Christ as the manifestation of God in our world.

However reassuring these explanations may be, I still think we need a better
name than “Ordinary Time” for this long post-Epiphany and post-Pentecost
season. Liturgical scholars assure us (in my case I am afraid in vain) that “ordi-
nary” does not bear its ordinary meaning. “Ordinary,” they say, is liturgical
language for “Sundays that are counted and calculated” as in the phrase “ordinal
numbers.” The cardinal numbers are “one, two, three.” The “ordinals” are “first,
second, third” and so forth. Furthermore, I am told, we need to consider these 33
or 34 weeks with their Sundays as a coherent unity consisting of two parts (post-
Epiphany and post-Pentecost) dedicated to reading the Gospel for the year in
consecutive fashion, giving us the opportunity to devote ourselves to what it is
that each of the Gospels reveals to us about the Christ and what the Christ reveals
to us about humanity and God.

So we are not to imagine that other Sundays are wonderful while Sundays in




“Ordinary Time” are colorless or pale! But the damage is done nonetheless. At
least in my case the language of “Ordinary Time” fails to set up any ringing and
echoing in the soul.

Certainly we can all agree that no Sunday is an ordinary day in the ordinary
sense of the word “ordinary.” Every Sunday is “the Lord’s Day,” a celebration
of creation’s first dawning with its gifts of light and breath, a little Easter full of
joy and the presence of Christ now risen from the dead, a powerful foretaste of
the coming basileia as Christ responds to our prayer, “Come, Lord Jesus!” Every
Sunday is an extraordinary day, and it is a great gift whenever it happens that we
experience Sunday as the Christian sabbath, the Lord’s day, a day for stepping
out of the ordinary, for cracking open our imaginations, for punctuating the
secularity and profanity of our days and hours with a burst of transcendence and
holiness.

Helping us to do just that are the words of Paul Bodin, campus pastor at
Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary. Paul arrived at PLTS in the fall of 1994
after serving parishes on both coasts (New York and the state of Washington). I
have come to know Paul as a careful reader of biblical texts and an equally
careful reader of people. And when I need help with my computer, I ring up
Paul, who always knows more than I need to hear! Paul has contributed the First
Readings for these days. And in a sense he contributed his co-author in this
issue. She once interned at Our Saviour Lutheran Church on Staten Island, New
York, when Paul was pastor there. Paul suggested her as a writer for these pages.

The Pastoral Reflections are the work of Laura Leach Shreffler, pastor of
St. Paul Lutheran Church in rural Darke County, Ohio. Her husband Ron
Shreffler is also a pastor, serving in Greenville, Ohio. They are the parents of
Rebecca, three and a half. The rural churches of Darke County are struggling
with their prophetic role as more and more agricultural land is eaten up, and huge
corporate farms are threatening the traditional family farmer. Laura, a graduate
of Trinity Lutheran Seminary in Columbus, was a journalist for nine years before
entering seminary, running the gamut from sports writer to managing editor.

C. S. Lewis somewhere wrote that we have never met “an ordinary person.”
There is no such critter. Every human being is quite extraordinary. I thank the
two extraordinary writers who have taken time from their schedules to contribute
words and images to help all the rest of us proclaim God’s grace in the final
weeks of the “Extraordinary Time” we call Pentecost.

Pentecostally Yours, Robert H. Smith
Editor of Preaching Helps
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Nineteenth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 21
September 28, 1997

Psalm 19:7-14
Numbers 11:4-6, 10-16, 24-29
James 5:13-20
Mark 9:38-50

First Reading

A careful reading of the Gospel pericopes
appointed for the next several Sundays will
discem thatJesus is teaching about the char-
acter of God’s sovereignty. The central
thrust of this teaching is a presentation of the
qualities that typify God’s desires for those
who wish to follow where God calls. It is
notable that this section is bracketed by Jesus’
second and third prediction of his passion,
and in each case his prediction of betrayal
and suffering is followed by a controversy
among the disciples about rank.

When Jesus answers John’s spiteful
complaint we expect perhaps a pithy saying
about true faithfulness and dedication. In-
stead Jesus sums up his response with the
dictum, “Whoeveris not against us is forus.”
Thecontextis shaped by the argumentamong
the disciples about who was the greatest,
which receives its definitive answer later in
Mark 10:45. Jesus’ immediate response,
though, is in verses 35-37 just before our
pericope; clearly the true followers of Jesus
are serious about serving all, and must be
concerned to welcome even the inconse-
quential as they would welcome God.

Abruptly John speaks up with his con-
cern about unsanctioned claimants to Jesus’
authority. In an interesting echo of Moses’
rebuke of Joshua in Numbers 11:29, Jesus
disabuses John of any pretensions to sole
possession of Jesus’ name. We can almost
hear the echo of Moses’ voice, “Would that
all the Lord’s people were prophets.” Jesus

then turns right back to the previous concern
with the least, the little ones, the inconse-
quential. John was concerned with circum-
scribing the extent of God’s reign, while
Jesus was concerned with extending it to
include all who would hear.

This concern with service to all and
careful welcome to the least places the final
verse in an unexpected light: “Have salt’in
yourselves, and be at peace with one an-
other.” Salt is valued for its salty character,
without which it has no worth. In the same
way those who believe in Jesus exhibit a
unique character, typified by the welcome
extended to those who are of no worldly
consequence, by concern for the weak and
by service to all. That this salt is a fiery salt
reminds us that the service Jesus has in mind
involves suffering as well as sacrifice. Jesus’
followers thus extend the pattern of Jesus’
own life and character. Those who do not
display this characteristic have lost the true
flavor of God’s sovereign rule. PB

Pastoral Reflections
Whiners. We all know them. At times, we
evenare them. Never happy. Always some-
thing to fret about or be depressed about.
Pickingabout the leastlittle thing. Unable to
be grateful or thankful that they can eat or
breathe or put one foot in front of the other.
It’s hard to lead whiners and maintain
your enthusiasm. Ask any teachers today. 1
know for several years,any mention of home-
work or—God forbid—memorization in cat-
echism has resulted in whining and shocked
looks as if “memorize” were a four-letter
word. Then those of us who are pastors get
together and whine about our catechism stu-
dents whining and whine about all the
memory work we used to do—without whin-
ing.
Moses had the misfortune to be leading
some champion whiners. This group was
always whining about food. They had food
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every day—the same food, to be sure, but it
was food. Now they craved meat. “We
remember the fish we used to eat in Egypt,
the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the
onions and the garlic—but now there is noth-
ing atall but this manna.” It was abland diet;
they wanted some variety. We all can iden-
tify with that. After a three-day liquid diet
following my daughter’s birth, I didn’t care
if I never saw another tray full of juice, broth
and Jell-O again. When we get bored with
anything, it’s easy to forget that we’re blessed;
it’s easy to whine.

And yet, Iidentify with Moses as well.
Like Moses, many pastors try to take on too
much themselves. Then, like Moses, we
whine to God, “Did I give birth to these
whiners, God? Dol havetocarry theminmy
bosom to the Promised Land? If this is what
it’s going to be like, then take me now,
Lord.” God’s answer? A church council of
70. God will give God’s Spirit to 70 elders,
and Moses will learn to delegate.

God’s Spirit also rests on Eldad and
Medad, who had decided to stay in camp, not
go to the tent of meetings. Moses’ right-
hand man, Joshua, is the last person we
would expect to whine. “Moses, these guys
are prophesying. Make them stop.”

Mosesrefuses. “Are you jealous for my
sake? Would thatall the Lord’s people were
prophets and that the Lord would put his
spirit on them!”

“He’s not one of us. Make him stop.”
This spirit is echoed thousands of years later
by the disciples. John tells Jesus that the
twelve had seen someone casting out de-
mons in Jesus’ name, and they tried to stop
him because “he’s notone of us.” And Jesus
replies, “Whoever is notagainst us is for us.”
John wanted the man stopped because he
was not following the disciples, not because
he was not following Jesus. He wasn’t
playing by the rules. The religious leaders of
Jesus’ day had the same complaint. Jesus

was not one of them. He was not playing by
their rules.

Neither Jesus nor Moses allow their
followers to control the Word of God. That
kind of behavior, Jesus says, sets up a stum-
bling block. If those of us who take too much
pride in being lifelong Lutherans or lifelong
Christians or lifelong members of the same
congregation set that pride as a stumbling
block to those new Christians still infants in
the faith, then, Jesus says, it would be better
for us to have a millstone hung around our
necks and for us to be thrown into the sea.

I serve at a church where almost every-
one is related and almost everyone can trace
roots back to the handful of German immi-
grants who founded the church 116 years
ago. We also have “new people” at our
church who may have been members 20 or
30 years. Although we’ve welcomed our
new members here with open arms, their
ideas had better be running a parallel track
with the “established” members. Does this
sound familiar?

We do not dictate where God’s spirit
rests. All of us—Lutherans, Christians, un-
believers—are standing in the need of God’s
grace. We also are responsible for giving
grace. Christian acts can be, and often are,
done by people who are “not our kind.” Let
us embrace that fact, not whine about it.
Would that all the Lord’s people were proph-
ets! LLS
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Twentieth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 22
October 5, 1997

Psalm 8

Genesis 2:18-24
Hebrews 1:1-4; 2:5-12
Mark 10:2-16

First Reading

Last Sunday’s Gospel pericope pointedly
excluded Jesus’ saying about the little child;
this Sunday the little children provide the
climax.

As this pericope stands, it is a brief
drama in three scenes. The theme of the
drama seems to be the family, for the dialog
at center stage features marriage and chil-
dren. The central tension, though, is pro-
vided by the contrast between Jesus’ gentle-
ness and his opponents’ hardness of heart.
While Jesus’ words about divorce sound
harsh tomodern ears, the only true harshness
is directed at those who fail to recognize the
pain and suffering that result when God’s
original intention for human relationships
fails.

In the opening scene some Pharisecs
come to test Jesus as he is teaching the
gathered crowds. Believing that they know
the right answer, they ask Jesus the question
about divorce: is it lawful? First Jesus turns
the question around, asking what Moses
commanded. When the Pharisees provide
their answer Jesus has a quick rejoinder; he
quotes Moses to them, a passage fresh in our
minds from hearing the firstlessonand clearly
familiar to all present. Although Moses
permitted divorce, Moses himself wrote that
God’s original intention was that two people
should become one in marriage. Further-
more Jesus adds the admonition, “What God
has joined together, let no one separate.”
Jesus characterizes Moses’ permission of

divorce as an allowance for human hardness
of heart.

In the next scene, alone with the dis-
ciples, Jesus explains his reasoning. When
one spouse divorces another it is a harm to
the other, which Jesus characterizesas “adul-
tery.” Only hardness of heart will allow
anybody to inflict such a wound lightly.

One of Mark’s characteristic abrupt tran-
sitions shifts to the third scene when the
arrival of people bringing children to Jesus
sets the stage for our climax. The disciples,
with the same hardness of heart for which
Jesus chided the Pharisees, would deny them.
Jesus’ indignation betrays his own gentle
heart. Whereas the people had hoped only
for Jesus to touch the little children, he
actually takes them up inhisarms and blesses
them. Whatever Jesus means by the saying,
“Whoever does not receive the kingdom of
God as a little child will never enter it,” his
statement that God’s realm belongs to such
helpless little ones is clear. PB

Pastoral Reflections

One of my favorite comic strips is “For
Better or for Worse.” I think I like this comic
strip because it’s so real—even the kids get
one year older each year.

One Sunday several years ago, in the
comic strip, the main characters, Elly and
John, are hiking, with an infant April in the
backpack. Elly sees an elderly couple ahead
of them. They hold hands and look into each
other’s eyes as if they’ve been married five
days and not fifty years. “Look atthat,” Elly
says to John, laughing. “Isn’tthatariot?” “I
don’t know,” John replies. “I was kind of
hoping that would be us someday.”

My husband asked me if I had seen the
strip. We had been married a year at that
time. When I said I had, he said, “And I was
hoping that will be us someday.”

When we repeat those marriage vows,
all of us hope that someday we will be that
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oldercouple, stillin love after all those years.
But we live in a broken world, and some-
times it just doesn’t happen. We don’t be-
come that couple. Or sometimes we just
become thatcouple on our second try instead
of our first.

Our Gospel today is one of those “bite
the bullet” texts. It would be so easy to skip
over to the warm and fuzzy final four verses
of Jesus blessing the children—although the
disciples probably were as scandalized by a
man paying attention to children as the Phari-
sees were about Jesus’ other actions. Butthe
whole text needs to be tackled. Pain caused
by misappropriations of the text needs to be
eased. Certainly, Jesus has hard words to say
to us, but they are words we need to hear in
an era when temporary romance has taken
over permanent commitment.

Harsh words for the Pharisees were
welcome words to the Jewish woman who
had no rights. Her husband could easily
divorce her for being too fat or burning a
meal. Then she had nothing. The family that
had just paid anice dowry toberid of her was
not so eager to see her back again. Jesus’
words on divorce and remarriage were won-
derfully freeing to the woman of first century
Palestine.

Jesus uses the word “command.” His
opponents use “allow.” Jesus is concerned
about God’s will. The questioners are con-
cerned about their own rights. This self-
centeredness, this “sclerocardia,” this “hard-
ness of heart” can destroy a marriage before
it even begins. Because of our hardness of
heart, there is not only divorce, but broken-
ness in other committed relationships be-
tween friends and family. Jesus refers back
to Genesis 2—God made male and female to
be joined as one. This bond was not to be
broken. Divorce wasinconsistent withGod’s
will. Genesis shows thatit was God’s will in
the beginning that women should be loved
by their husbands as their equals. The truly

beautiful translation of Gen 2:23 is, “Woman
is for man the place in the world where he is
at home.”

A *“no” to divorce from the beginning of
a marriage is one safeguard against destruc-
tion. Jesus sees marriage as it can and should
be—a call to fidelity, peace and love. But
sometimes marriage doesn’t work. Some-
times it is destructive to stay in a marriage.
At that point, we are to deal with each other
with grace and compassion. Jesus had a
harsh word for the Pharisees, but to those
asking the same question but knowing their
need of forgiveness, be puts alovinghand on
their shoulders and says, “God loves you;
God forgives your brokenness.” There are
more chances, including some wonderful
remarriages.

Even when we’re “happily” married,
our relationships with spouse and family are
less than God intended. Let us pray that we
can ever keep God in the center of our
marriages and that we can always be humble
enough to ask forgiveness from one another.
LLS
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Twenty-First Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 23
October 12, 1997

Psalm 90:12-17
Amos 5:6-7, 10-15
Hebrews 4:12-16
Mark 10:17-31

First Reading

The evidence of Jesus’ concern for the help-
less and inconsequential continues in the
story of the rich man whom Jesus loved.

In sharp contrast to the oracle from
Amos, Jesus does not berate the rich man,
nor accuse him of injustice or oppression.
Quite the opposite in fact; Mark states that
Jesus loved him. Jesus does not dispute the
suppliant’s claim of faithful adherence to the
commandments. It is all the more interest-
ing, then, to note Jesus’ advice: if he gives all
he owns to benefit the poor, he will have
treasure in heaven. Sacrifice for the poor is
considered by heaven’s standards to be trea-
sure, which tells us something important
about the character of God’s sovereignty.

Great wealth, then, can be an impedi-
ment to full participation in God’s sovereign
rule. The possession of great riches can
harden the heart to others’ need and turn all
attention to the preservation and care of what
one already possesses. Even if such efforts
are carefully limited to just and righteous
methods, this pattern runs counter to the
characteristic concern for the poor and help-
less that we have been noting in Jesus’ con-
duct. Thus the possession of wealth will tend
to interfere with following Jesus’ teaching
and example.

The disciples misunderstand, and Jesus
must reassure them twice. First he points out
that all things are possible for God, stating
that salvation is God’s task, not that of mor-
tals. Peter persists; he sounds more than a

little anxious as he points out the sacrifice
that the disciples have already made. When
Jesus answers he speaks of brothers, sisters,
mother, father and children. Mark’s audi-
ence would have been reminded of the inci-
dent in 3:31-35 when Jesus said, “Here are
my mother and my brothers! Whoever does
the will of God is my brother and sister and
mother.” The richness of life as a participant
in God’s realm is beyond comparison with
anything we may sacrifice along the way.

The inclusion of “with persecutions” in
Jesus’ listof the riches of life in God’srealm,
and the final sentence in verse 31, recall our
attention to the emphasis created by the two
incidents thatbracket the section of narrative
through which we have been reading. Jesus
has not forgotten this matter. Mark is unre-
lenting -in showing us both Jesus’ gentle
concern for the least ones, and the fact that
Jesus’ life is marked by willingness to sacri-
fice and to suffer in their behalf. God’srealm
is not about greatness or rank, it is about
God’s fierce and gentle care for all—even
forus. PB

Pastoral Reflections
How incredibly easy to shake our heads over
the rich young man—even the rich in gen-
eral—and say with a certain smugness,
“Didn’t he know where true riches lay?”
How easy to join in Amos’ invective against
the rich, to spout statistics about the small
percentage of people in the United States
hoardingall the wealth, and yet to turn around
in envy and ask, “Why does my neighbor
have abig house,a Mercedes anda BMW in
the garage, and I have nothing? Why, he has
never darkened the inside of a church!”
“What must I do to inherit eternal life?”
the rich young man asks. He was searching

‘for something, and he had not yet found it in

the synagogue. Perhaps he could find it with
Jesus. He tells Jesus he has kept the com-
mandments since his youth, but it turns out
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he has not. When Jesus tells him to give his
riches away, the young man finds that he
cannot. He had not kept the first command-
ment, “I am the Lord your God. You shall
have no other gods before me.”

The question is, “Who is your god?
What are you willing to give up?” In our
rural community, a sunny summer Sunday
mightbe the god, especially if the wheatison
and we’ve had nothing but rain. “Had to get
out in the fields, Pastor.” And yet, only a
couple generations ago, my great-grandfa-
ther would have been appalled at the idea of
plowing or harvesting on a Sunday, rain or
shine. *“Pastor, Emily won’tbeatCatechism.
There’s ajunior high basketball tournament.”
Substitute cheerleading tryouts, swim meets.

And what of those of us who are pas-
tors? Three years ago, I was given the gift of
a bright and beautiful child—a gift I'd al-
most given up hope of ever receiving. What
does she hear from me? “I’m sorry, sweetie,
I just don’t have time right now to____ ”
Time is my god. Sometimes being a pastor
is my god. Fulfilling everyone’s expecta-
tions is my god. Other gods keep me from
spending spiritual and devotional time with
my true God.

We also may say we do not exploit the
poor asdid the Israelitesin Amos’ day. What
of our attitude toward them? When the
person in front of us in the grocery hands
over food stamps to the cashier, do we sur-
reptitiously glance over the items in the cart?
Potato chips? Steak? Why, these people eat
better than Ido! Shame on us! What images
fill our minds when we hear the word “wel-
fare”? Many counties have programs to
teach those in poverty how to shop with
nutrition in mind, how to manage money
more practically (are we any more practical
with our use of credit cards?), how to parent
more effectively. Our attitudes can be our
gods. That woman whom you are appraising
withacritical eye may know her need of God

better than you do.

Why does the Lutheran church grow in
Africa and Asia, plateau here, diminish in
western Europe? We have gotten too com-
fortable, and when we are comfortable, what
need have we for God or the church? Chris-
tians in Africa, in Asia, and, before the fall of
the Berlin Wall, in East Germany, were in
constant danger, maybe because of color,
maybe because of lack of party commitment.
They took risks to worship; we can barely
roll outof bed on Sunday morning. The devil
is closest when things are going well, it
seems.

Jesus was not against the rich, nor was
Amos. Jesus had many rich friends. But the
young man and the Israelites were all chained
totheir possessions. If we simplify our lives,
we simplify out hearts. If we simplify our
hearts, we have room for God there.

A camel was the largest animal the
disciples had ever seen. If it was easier for
this camel to go through the eye of a needle
than for arich person to enter the kingdom of
heaven, then who could be saved?

Thanks be to God for the grace that says,
“With me, all things are possible.” Thanks
be to the cross that assures us this promise is
true. LLS
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Twenty-Second Sunday
after Pentecost: Proper 24
October 19, 1997

Psalm 91:9-16
Isaiah 53:4-12
Hebrews 5:1-10
Mark 10:35-45

First Reading

In today’s readings the motif of contention
for status among the disciples receives its
fullest exposition, and Jesus’ clearest an-
swer. The careful reader should note that the
Gospel pericope is selected in a way that
obscures an important dramatic element: the
request from the sons of Zebedee follows
immediately upon Jesus’ final prediction of
his own betrayal, suffering, death and resur-
rection.

This juxtaposition makes it eminently
clear that the disciples do not yet understand
what it means to follow one who is on the
path to the cross. Even though Jesus has now
predicted his own suffering three times, and
explicitly exhorted the disciples that follow-
ing him means following him to suffering in
8:34-35, the disciples still seek a path that
will lead them to glorious thrones.

Jesus’ response is to state clearly that
greatness is not the same in God’s realm as it
is among the nations. The overarching prin-
ciple of God’s sovereign rule is service tothe
weak and helpless, so that the greatestamong
Jesus’ followers will be the one who is ser-
vant of all. Jesus then again takes up the
theme of suffering and relates it explicitly to
this principle of service. The cross thatJesus
will bear is not valuable because suffering is
valuable, but because by accepting it he
renders the greatest imaginable service to
many. Jesus invites his followers to pursue
the same path he himself walks.

The other readings for this Sunday will

guard against any temptation to focus exclu-
sively on the moral exhortation of the Gospel
lesson. While Jesus clearly urges his dis-
ciples to imitate him, the basis for this exhor-
tation is his own gift to us. Jesus invites us
to follow a path of service because we our-
selveshave been served, and saved, by Jesus.
The profundity of this gift cannot be suffi-
ciently emphasized. It is this profound na-
ture of Jesus’ gift that makes such a profound
claim upon our own allegiance to the prin-
ciples thatJesus embodied. We will do well,
then, to follow Mark’s example and point
urgently toJesus’ cross; the cross itself makes
a claim upon us more eloquent than any we
can voice. PB

Pastoral Reflections

Thelma was dying. Doctors had not been
able to remove quite all of a lung tumor at
Christmas, and now, in early May, it had
metastasized. Her hospital room was filled
with family and well-meaning, but weeping
friends, and one pastor—me. Conversation
seemed to float about Thelma. No one
seemed to be talking right to her. Finally she
summoned whatbreath and strength she had,
sat bolt upright and gasped, “Out! All of
you, out of my room! Everyone out but
Pastor!”

“I’ve never seen a group so intent on
getting on my nerves,” she muttered as I
drew my chair closer. “I’m afraid, Pastor,
and they’re not helping. Could you please
read Psalm 91 to me? I have to hear Psalm
91.”

Thelma had made the Lord her refuge,
and yet she was human enough to have fears.
I could feel her relax as I read about the
angels who would bear her up, asIread about
a God who is with her in trouble. She was
having her hour at Gethsemane, times we all
have when we pray with Jesus, “Father, let
this cup pass from me.” Like Jesus, we are
heard, but that doesn’t always mean we get
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our way. Jesus reverently submitted to God’s
will. Submission doesn’t come quite so
easily to the rest of us. Iread other Scripture
passages to Thelma that day until she finally
fell asleep. The power of God’s Word gave
her the courage to submit, the will to let go.

James and John had not quite learned
the art of submission. Matthew tries to
soften the image of the Sons of Thunder by
having their mother make the request, but
Mark, known for showing the disciplesin all
theirhumanness, places responsibility solely
on the shoulders of James and John. The
disciples aren’t even listening to Jesus. He
makes three Passion predictions. After the
first, Peter says, “Don’t say such things!”
After the second, the disciples argue about
which of them is the greatest. Now we’ve
just had the third prediction, and James and
John want to know who gets to sit on Jesus’
right and left in his glory!

The other disciples were incensed when
they found out about this conversation, but
you can bet it wasn’t because they were
shocked at James’ and John’s hubris. Oh,
no. They were sorry they hadn’t thought to
make the same request first!

“Are you able to drink my cup? To be
baptized with my baptism?” “Oh, yes!” they
say eagerly. The wonderful thing about
reading Mark today is the knowledge that
while we see these disciples, warts and all,
we know that James and John were able to
drink Jesus’ cup. James, tradition hasit, was
the first martyr of the disciples. John lived
out his life in exile. It gives us courage to
know that sinners though we may be, there is
always hope for redemption. Butit’s so hard
to say to God, “Your will be done.” It’s so
hard to be a servant, not to seck the glory.

On Easter Sunday, when we as pastors
march behind our choirs, wearing our gold
stoles among lilies trumpeting new life, we
are doing our job. When we sit beside the
Thelmas amid the darkest hours of their

lives, we also are doing our job. The per-
fume of lilies. The stench of cancer. But
where do we serve best? I’ve watched hos-
pice nurses and loving wives and husbands
gently bathe and without complaint change
diapers of their loved ones. I’ve seen men
look lovingly at their Alzheimer-stricken
wives, knowing they were seeing the beauti-
ful, spirited girls they had married long ago.
These servants will be greatest in the king-
dom of heaven. No doubt, we will be very
surprised to see who sits beside Jesus in his
glory.

Because the irony is, when Jesus came
into his glory on the cross, who were at his
right and at his left? Thieves. Insurrection-
ists. LLS
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Reformation Sunday
October 26, 1997

Psalm 46
Jeremiah 31:31-34
Romans 3:19-28
John 8:31-36

First Reading

It is always difficult to know where to focus
the attention on Reformation Sunday. In
today’s ecumenical climate it may be thought
unwise to observe the occasion at all. Yet
certainly it must be possible to remember
and commemorate the genius of the Refor-
mation without falling prey to divisive tri-
umphalism.

One way to avoid triumphalism is to
appropriate the Reformationrediscovery that
itis not what human beings have done thatis
ultimately important, but rather what God
has done. Viewed through this lens, the
day’s lessons provide ample substance for
careful reflection. Ineach one thereisaclear
proclamation thatGod has doneanew thing—
something important.

Jeremiah foresees a day when God will
do a new thing. God promises as much: a
new covenant,anew heart, a fresh start. God
says, “I will forgive their iniquity, and re-
member their sin no more.” The new cov-
enant is not like the old one that human
beings could break. This one is established
by God and relies only upon God’s promise.
God will accomplish it, not humanity.

Paul explains to the Romans that this is
precisely what God has done in Christ Jesus.
In Christ the righteousness of God is re-
vealed apart from any human accomplish-
ment. All human boasting is then excluded,
for a person is justified by faith in what God
has done rather than by human performance.
Again, God will accomplish it, not human-
ity.

The Fourth Gospel emphasizes the lib-
erating power of Christ’s word. Jesus claims
the status of the son in the household of God,
and asserts that the freedom granted by the
Son is the only lasting freedom. We may
detect a subtle play of metaphor here, for the
symbolic language of Jesus’ Sonship is not
the only symbolic language being used here.
Remember that the one who says, “If you
continue in my word, you are truly my dis-
ciples; and you will know the truth, and the
truth will make you free,” is the same one of
whom the evangelist writes, “In the begin-
ning was the Word, and the Word was with
God, and the Word was God.” “Word” isnot
a simple word in the Fourth Gospel. Itis the
word of the Word of God in which we
receive truth and freedom. Again it is no
human accomplishment, but a gift of God’s
making. PB

Pastoral Reflections
I'had never had cruise control in a car before
the one I have presently, now six years old.
In fact, I confess to having been just a little
nervous about trying it out, even after I read
in my car manual just how to do it.

When the car was a month old or so, as
I was going to a pastor’s conference two
hours away from my home, I had what was
really my first chance to try out the cruise
control—out from under my husband’s eagle
eye. And soIcame to the speed I wanted, set
the cruise, and off we went. I will admit that
1 did not care for it at first. Why? I was not
in control; the car was. All I was doing was
steering. I needed my foot on that accelera-
tor. I needed to be in complete control.

Of course, I have since come to love it.
My arthritic knee no longer bothers me on
long trips, I feel more rested, and the cruise
control probably has saved me from a few
speeding tickets. But that small incident
brought home to me how much being in
control means to me. And how muchIdonot
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like being out of control.

Justified by faith through God’s grace.
Sola gratia. Solafide. We proclaimit, butdo
we believe it? We are made righteous by
faith apart from works. What does that
mean? We are not in control. We can do
nothing to receive God’s grace, other than
having the faith to believe in God’s grace and
accept it.

Each time we see an infant baptized,
what a wonderful lesson in grace! We don’t
baptize infants as a safeguard in case they get
sick and die, although we’ve all done our
share of emergency baptisms. When we
baptize infants, who are completely self-
centered and unable to do good works, we
show how great God’s grace is. Thischildis
justified, made righteous, given a new life,
and what did he or she have to do? Nothing!

When Martin Luther read Romans 3:28,
when he read that he was made righteous by
faith and not by works, he was set free from
years of weeping, fasting,and whipping him-
self. He was set free from years of despair.
Then he set out to make others free, and so
today we celebrate the Reformation.

Jesus also talks about freedom. “If the
Son makes you free, you shall be free in-
deed.” Freedom. What a valuable word.
Freedom. What a scary word. How much
easier to join a church that has a strict list of
“thou shalts” and “thou shalt nots” even
outside the Ten Commandments. If we
know what’s expected, we can put ourselves
in control. But to be given freedom by our
ever-surprising God is frightening.

No matter how many times we read
through our Bibles, attend church, help with
funeral dinners or church repairs, no matter
how much tithing of time, talent and offering
we do, we cannot control God’s grace, God’s
unconditional love. And yet, James is also
right when he writes that “faith without works
isdead.” True faith, true belief in God’s love
results in what Luther called “quellende

Liebe,” loosely translated “a love bubbling
over.” When our love bubbles over, then the
hungry are fed, the sick visited, the naked
clothed. And our actions free others from the
bondage of self-control to become free chil-
dren of God.

God’s overwhelming love is not scary.
It is simply amazing, as we sing in a hymn
used often on Reformation Sunday. Re-

‘member God’s promises, as Newton saw

them in the final verse of his hymn “Amaz-
ing Grace”: “The Lord has promised good to
me; His Word my hope secures; He will my
shield and portion be, as long as life en-
dures.” LLS
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All Saints’ Sunday
November 2, 1997

Psalm 24

Isaiah 25:6-9
Revelation 21:1-6a
John 11:32-44

First Reading

On the Feast of All Saints, the theme that
links all three lessons is God’s defeat of
death and the hope of the resurrection. The
verses in the first and second lessons both
reflect the same hope. Isaiah promises that
God will gather all peoples on the mountain,
where God will swallow up death forever
and wipe away the tears from all faces. John
the elder hears a voice from the heavenly
throne saying that God will wipe away every
tear, and death will cease.

The Gospel lesson takes up the theme of
tears and death to show how Jesus confronts
them personally. When Jesus encounters the
death of his friend, Lazarus, we see Jesus at
the fulcrum point of his mission. In the
Fourth Gospel this is the point at which
events begin to race to their culmination in
Jesus’ glorification on the cross. 'As the
reader may find by reading a bit further, this
is the event that prompts the Jewish religious
authorities to decide that Jesus must himself
die.

As the pericope is defined, we do not
hear Jesus’ statement that he is the resurrec-
tion and the life; the lesson does not include
the initial dialog with Martha. We begin
with the arrival of Mary to join Jesus and
Martha, when she immediately kneels at
Jesus’ feet and declares her confidence that
Jesus’ presence would have prevented the
death of Lazarus. Mary’s confidence, her
tears, the grief of all the people, and the
criticism by some of his delay, move Jesus
deeply. He begins to weep. The paradox of

Mary’s confidence in Jesus combined with
her tears and lack of hope that anything more
can now be done defines the turning point.

Now Jesus comes to the tomb, and
Martha’s caution emphasizes the complete
banishment of hope: Lazarus is so dead that
there will now be a bad smell. Jesus is
undeterred and persists, and his prayer em-
phasizes the contrast between his own confi-
dence and the lack of hope surrounding him.
The voice of Jesus calls Lazarus forth from
the tomb.

The closing sentence provides impor-
tant connections for the reader. “Unbind
him and let him go,” Jesus commands. Later
he says that his word will make us free, that
if the Son sets one free then one will be free
indeed. When Jesus raises Lazarus and sets
him free he foreshadows his purpose of lib-
erating all humanity from death. In Christ
we are free indeed. PB

Pastoral Reflections
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother
would not have died.”

As I write these reflections, our church
bell tolls. Seventeen-year-old Taylor has
taken time out from his planting to come, at
six o’clock this evening, and ring the bell 72
times for Ed. Ed, who was the last person to
commune me. “Pastor, the blood of Christ
shed for you.” Ed, who might have missed
church four times in the five years I've been
here. Ed, the last person I talked to in church
just yesterday. He had another *“groaner” of
a joke to tell, and he liked to see me roll my
eyes and shake my head. Young Taylor
loves farming and had a great deal of respect
for Ed, another man of the land. This is
Taylor’s gift to Ed, the ringing of the bell.

This morning, I sat in an emergency
waiting room with Ed’s wife and sons. Lord,
where were you when Zoe Ann woke up to
find Ed not snoring as she thought, but un-
conscious and struggling for breath? We
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weren’t ready for our friend Ed to die.

“Lord, if you had been here, my brother
would not have died.”

Six years ago, near midnight on a Sun-
day in May, my phonerang. On the otherend
was my home pastor, calling from my par-
ents’ house. It seems a semi had crushed a
litde Sunbird and its driver, my funny, lov-
ing, beautiful “little” 30-year-old brother,
Craig. Where were you, Lord, when Craig
became the third victim at that dangerous
intersection in less than 24 hours? How I
envy Mary and Martha, who received their
brother again for a little while.

Of course we know that our Lord, who
makes all things new, is present at these
times. Ed would have been the first to tell
me. He had had to believe that, because, you
see, I buried his 17-year-old son, Curt, five
years ago, after Curt collapsed in art class
due to an undiagnosed heart ailment. Ed
chose “My Faith Looks Up to Thee” for the
entrance hymn that day. And the next day,
Sunday, Ed was back in church. How fitting
thattoday, Ed’s family haschosen A Mighty
Fortress” for him.

Jesus was in the waiting room today,
weeping with Ed’s family as he wept with
Mary and Martha for his dear friend Lazarus.
He was on that highway, weeping for Craig
even as he gathered him to himself.

Ed and Curt and Craig, and those count-
less others I’ ve buried or mourned for during
my lifetime, were of course both saints and
sinners. They were made holy, set apart by
God for apurpose. They knew they hadbeen
made righteous through the wonderful gift
of Jesus’ death and resurrection. Through
word and action, they preached the gospel
and spread the Word that made others whole
and new.

On All Saints Sunday, after worship
services, we will walk in procession the half
mile down the road to the church cemetery.
New graves will have been added since last

year, even since we made the same trip on
Memorial Day. On Memorial Day, we plant
and dedicate young trees—new life spring-
ing in memory of the old. On this All Saints
Sunday, through, those trees will prepare for
their time of dormancy. Yet they still speak
to us of those saints we have loved and the
hope with which they lived and died.

As we gather in song and in prayer, we
will rejoice in the promises of Isaiah and
Revelation of the new world that is to come.
No more tears or sorrow or pain! We wait for
that feast of fat things and wine on the lees
when we are gathered together again into
onecommunion. On thatday, God will wipe
alltears from our eyes. On thatday, God will
say, “You are my people, and I am your
God.” Alleluia! LLS
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Twenty-Fifth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 27
November 9, 1997

Psalm 146

1 Kings 17:8-16
Hebrews 9:24-28
Mark 12:38-44

First Reading

As we read this Sunday’s Gospel lesson the
conflict between Jesus and the religious au-
thorities reaches a fever pitch. There are
many controversies that lie between them,
but the stark contrast between Jesus’ de-
scription of the scribes and the incident of the
poor widow reveals a major dynamic in the
struggle.

In the pericope for the twenty-third Sun-
day after Pentecost, which Reformation Sun-
day displaces, Jesus revealed his summary
of what faithful living would be: “The first
[commandment] is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord
our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the
Lord your God with all your heart, and with
all your soul, and with all your mind, and
with all your strength.” The second is this,
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself’”
(Mk 12:29-31, NRSV). One aspect these
two commandments share is selflessness.
Such perfect love for God relegates the self
to second place, and reckons the neighbor
equally as important as oneself.

Our pericope follows the confrontation
in which Jesus says this, and Jesus is ad-
dressing the same crowd. In this context we
hear Jesus’ characterization of the scribes,
who love the regard of others, the places of
honor at public events, and who subsist at the
expense of widows. Ourreading begins with
Jesus warning against such self-centered be-
havior, after he had just endorsed a standard
of selfless love for God and the neighbor.

The story of the widow of Zarephath

from 1 Kings has tuned our ears to hear
Jesus’ first reference to the scribes devour-
ing widows’ houses. This is a striking char-
acterization of selfishness, enhanced by the
story of God graciously providing for the
hospitable widow that we’ve just heard. The
reference sets up what follows: selfish scribes
devour widows’ houses, while a selfless
widow contributes all she has to live on.

Consider, then, the narrative devices
brought into play here. Mark places our
story immediately following Jesus’ state-
ment of the highest law. Next he juxtaposes
Jesus’ condemnation of the scribes’ unbridled
self regard with the story of the selfless
widow. Finally, he links the two juxtaposed
units by including mention of widows in
each, but making the widows’ poverty func-
tion in strikingly different ways. These
literary elements conspire to strongly em-
phasize Mark’s point. Jesus advocates a
selfless life devoted to love of God and the
neighbor, even at the expense of one’s own
living. PB

Pastoral Reflections

I left for church each moming with a fresh
white handkerchief. Tied in the corner of
that handkerchief were two shiny dimes—
one for Sunday school and one for church. In
Sunday school, of course, my offering was
no different from anyone else’s . But in
church, that dime looked pretty puny in
comparison with all those lovely, folded
dollar bills. And sometimes it made the most
awful clink in the offering plate. SoI loved
the story of the widow and her mites. She
gave all she had, two coins, of even less
value than the two dimes I had.

When I think of these two wondrous
widows—the widow of Zarephath and the
widow with her pittance to give—I think of
a story my friend Alex told during a
Thankoffering service at a Presbyterian
church. Alex grew up poor in the hills of
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Eastern Kentucky. Children were drawn to
Alex’s father, a sort of Pied Piper and story-
teller. But this man had a dark, abusive side
when he had been drinking, and one day he
ran Alex off with a shotgun. Alex ran to his
minister, who placed him in a church school
for orphaned children or those in difficult
family situations.

During the year, barrels of clothing and
tennis shoes, books and anything else the
boys needed would arrive from members of
a congregation on the Ohio River. One
woman in particular had decided to take
Alex under her wing. Whatever he needed,
she would send him. Shortly after he had
gone on to college, he decided he wanted to
meet this woman personally and thank her.
‘What he found was a widow who had noth-
ing. Any money she had made went to him.
Out of her poverty, she had given achance in
life to a young boy in whom she believed.
And that young boy went on to help troubled
and disabled youngsters.

What faith these women must have
had—the widows of Zarephath, Jerusalem,
and Kentucky! They loved and believed in
Godenoughtotakerisks. Wouldwe? Would
we take food out of the mouths of our chil-
dren to give it to a stranger who said “Trust
me”? This widow trusted, and God provided
daily bread for her and her son, as well as for
Elijah.

It can be scary to put that tithe in the
offering envelope when you can see that the
bills outweigh your paycheck. And yet the
widow of Jerusalem was empowered to give
her all—her “all” being one-eighth of what
the rabbis taught should be given to a travel-
ing beggar from the poor box.

It was a risk for the widow of Kentucky
to place all her faith in God and money on a
child whose background might have indi-
cated he had no future. And yet she gave her
all and was rewarded.

Although pastors will certainly take the

opportunity here to preach stewardship ser-
mons, there is another aspect to these peri-
copes, especially the Gospel, and that is sin.
If not for the sin of Ahab and Jezebel, there
would have been no drought, Elijah would
not have had to flee, the widow and her son
might not have been destitute. And some
feel that Jesus was not so much praising the
widow at the temple as he was furious with
the scribes who, under a mask of holiness,
devoured the savings of widows—a dis-
honor to God and to one’s neighbor. The
Hebrew Scriptures called on them to defend
the widow, the orphan and the sojourner, but
they used their power to destroy those they
were to defend. They assaulted the rights of
the marginalized. It was easy to take advan-
tage of widows.

Perhaps it would behoove us all to re-
member the words of Ps 146:7: “The Lord
lifts up those who are bowed down.” These
widows and those others who fall between
the cracks of our society today have the hope
of knowing that the banquet they will share
with Christ will cost them nothing. LLS
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Twenty-Sixth Sunday after
Pentecost: Proper 28
November 16, 1997

Psalm 16

Daniel 12:1-3

Hebrews 10:11-14 [15-18] 19-25
Mark 13:1-8

First Reading

On this penultimate Sunday of our calendar
we read the introduction to Mark’s “little
apocalypse.” Even as the Gospel has consis-
tently emphasized that following Jesusmeans
embarking on the way of the cross, of service
and suffering, so now Jesus warns that faith-
ful living as we await his return means en-
during many pains. What we endure is but
the beginning of the birthpangs of anew age.

Jesus is addressing only Peter, James,
John, and Andrew; this is not a public an-
nouncement. What Jesus says assumes that
he will no longer be present with them to
protect them from being led astray. “Many

- will come in my name and say, ‘I am he!’”
implies thatJesus will not himself be present
to contradict the pretenders. Thus, even
though the disciples have consistently failed
to understand Jesus’ predictions of his own
death and resurrection, Jesus here offers
instruction for the time after his departure
while they await his return.

The situation Jesus describes is daunt-
ing. Even before the private conference
Jesus observes that the great buildings of
Herod'’s temple complex will be utterly de-
stroyed. When the four of the inner circle
later ask when this will be, Jesus’ reply
indicates that the faithful will face this chal-
lenge after his departure, and that even more
dire circumstances will soon follow. Wars,
famines, natural disasters and other calami-
ties are but the beginning.

Jesus’ reply also envisions a particular

danger for his followers. Many will pro-
claim amessage that contradicts Jesus, invit-
ing the faithful to follow on a path that avoids
suffering. Perhaps Jesus has in mind teach-
ers who proclaim an escape from worldly
trouble in one form or another, a message
that promises to remove those who receive it
from the troubles to come. Jesus’ warning is
notspecific; he merely says “Beware.” If we
remember the consistent emphasis of Mark’s
Gospel throughout, though, perhaps we may
inferthe danger to whichJesusalludes. Jesus
proclaims a gospel that leads us on a difficult
path of service, suffering and sacrifice, fol-
lowing one who pursues the same path out of
deep concern for even the least of all. Any
proclamation that offers another path, avoid-
ing the difficult way, is suspect. The words
of Jesus apply also to our own day: “Be-
ware!” PB

Pastoral Reflections

As I write, the story of 39 people who al-

lowed themselves to be drugged and suffo-

cated is still fresh in the news. These intel-

ligent,computer-literate people believed that

their destiny was to meet a UFO at the tail of
the Hale-Bopp Comet. The same comet that

my husband, my daughter and I went out to

view with wonder and pleasure had been the

trigger for the deaths of 39 people.

This story has given rise to stories of
other cults, such as the Garbage Eaters on the
West Coast, who believe they are supposed
to get their daily bread by foraging in
dumpsters. As the millennium approaches,
the end of the world is being preached to a
frightened people. In my first parish, during
the Persian Gulf War, church attendance
rose considerably as people flocked back,
wondering whether this war in the Middle
East would be Armageddon. People would
come off the streets, asking to be baptized. A
litde insurance for Eternal Life.

My catechism students also are con-
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cerned, in light of violence and lapses of
morality, or warring throughout the nations.
“Pastor,” they ask, “Does this mean the world
is going to end?” So I tell them what Jesus
says later in Mark 13, the ““little apocalypse™:
“But about that day or hour no one knows,
neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but
only the Father.” Yet, be alert, live each day
as if it were your last.

I think of the disciples, awed by the
large stones and buildings in the temple
compound. Had the temple become an idol?
Do our buildings become idols? Ourchurch,
built in 1912, is a beautiful country church
with red bricks and high steeples, but it is not
accessible to those with handicaps. Itis built
in such a way that an elevator would be
needed to make it accessible—a ramp would
be inadequate. I discovered that, years ago,
amember had offered to pay for an elevator.
I couldn’t believe that he was turned down,
so I brought accessibility up again, deter-
mining that I knew at least ten of our mem-
bers who could use an elevator.

Estimates were received, and a congre-
gational meeting was held. Although the
expense was given as a reason not to make
the church accessible, it was clear that those
opposed were more concerned about aes-
thetic damage to the church. “Let’s just wait
until the state mandatesiit,” they said. “We’d
be glad to carry into church.” (The
common response to that was, “I won’t be
carried into church until they carry me feet
firstin a pine box.”) And yet, in the end, not
one stone, not one brick of this beautiful
church will be left upon another. Jesus was
right. Forty years later, the temple was
destroyed. It was beautiful, but it was tem-
porary. When will we look beyond these
things to what is eternal?

It has been a year for great earthquakes,
for terrible tornadoes such as those in Arkan-
sas, for the worst flooding Ohio, Kentucky,
Minnesota and the Dakotas have seen in

decades, even centuries. There are wars and
rumors of wars. These are the beginning of
birthpangs, Jesus says. This is not a time to
stockpile canned goods in an underground
shelter, to give up everything to live on a
mountain and wait for God, to eat garbage, to
hitch ourselves to the tail of Hale-Bopp.

Itisatime to forgive and seek reconcili-
ation. Itis atime to reach out in love to our
neighbor. Itis a time to fight for our beliefs.
Today is the day to bring in God’s kingdom.
LLS
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Christ the King
November 23, 1997

Psalm 93

Daniel 7:9-10, 13-14
Revelation 1:4b-8
John 18:33-37

First Reading

The first and second lessons for this Sunday
offer an interesting conjunction with the
Gospel. All three portray Christ located in a
seat of power. The first and second lessons
tell of the heavenly court, while the Gospel
tells of Christ in the court of Pilate, the
Roman ruler of Judea. All three relate to the
thematic identification of the day: Christthe
King.

To fully appreciate the significance of
this arrangement one must attend to the re-
spective genres of the three readings. The
first and second reading are both selected
from apocalyptic texts. Such texts spring
from an urge to resistance during periods of
oppression. Daniel was written to address
the situation of the Jewish people during
theirpersecution by Antiochus IV Epiphanes,
and reflects a time when the Jewish people
must have wondered whether God had aban-
doned them—or indeed whether God was
actually in control at all. Revelation encour-
aged the faithful during a time of severe
persecution by the Romans, perhaps like that
during the reign of Domitian. In both cases
the faithful are encouraged to remember that
the appearance of the current state of affairs
isdeceptive; while God’s people may appear
to be lost and abandoned, prey to vicious
despots, the appearance does not reflect the
deeper reality of God’s actual rule in the
world. The current troubles are but one
scene ina dramathat is ultimately fully in the
hands of God. Both Daniel 7 and Revelation
1 depict a vision of the higher reality of

God’s heavenly rule, which only awaits the
proper time for its complete revelation.

The scene from the Fourth Gospel, on
the other hand, is not at all apocalyptic.
However, it approaches the same truth from
adifferentangle. Jesus appearstobe fully in
the power of the Roman ruler, Pilate. Ap-
pearances are deceptive, though, for in a
more important way Jesus really is a king.
The reign of Jesus is not apparent because it
isnot the kind of reign that acknowledges the
criteria of worldly power. Nevertheless itis
a real kingdom, and all who belong to the
truth will acknowledge it. PB

Pastoral Reflections
“The Lord isking, he is robed in majesty; the
Lord is robed, he is girded with strength.”

Some have called him “Lord.” He is
now, indeed, robed in majesty. Some of the
soldiers found a robe of purple velvet that
hangs around his shoulders, blood from the
deep wounds in his back soaking and stain-
ing it.

Certainly this is a king. He has been
crowned, hasn’t he? Some talented wit
twisted thorns together and pushed it down
on this king’s head. Blood drips down,
mingling with the salt of the man’s sweat,
causing more unutterable pain.

“The floods have lifted up, O Lord, the
floods have lifted up their voice; the floods
lift up their roaring.”

A king should be accompanied by trum-
pet sound, instruments lifting up their roar-
ing like the floods. And there is a roaring.
“Crucify him! Crucify him!” screams the
mob, egged on by the “religious™ leaders.
Pilate thought that by sending out their king
bloody and beaten, the people would be
ashamed, would reconsider. The sight of
blood only increases their lust for Jesus’
death.

What kind of king is this? He is humili-
ated, haggard. He is a scandal, a stumbling
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block. What happened to change the glad
acclamations these same people made five
days ago? They thought they were hailing a
hero come to save them from Roman oppres-
sion. But that was not the kind of king Jesus
was. That was not what Jesus’ kingdom was
all about.

Wehave trouble understanding the king-
dom of God. We are about to enter Advent,
that time when we speak about the kingdom
being already here but not yet here. Isitany
wonder Pilate was confused?

“Whatis truth?” he asks at the end of our
Gospel, but he does not wait for any answer.
Isit arhetorical question, asked cynically by
a tired and jaded man? Pilate was used to
buying peace from the Jewish leaders and
from Herod. Now, he seems to realize the
price will be too high. What s truth? Canit
be found anymore?

Many of our world leaders today seem
torevelin glory. The hubris mightlead some
to stumble and fall, but for the most part, we
look on them with envy. In fact, itis hard for
us to take seriously any leader who might
show alittle humility. Sohow do we look on
Jesus? Whatkind of king do we expect him
to be?

In many of our churches this Sunday,
mine included, we will sing such powerful,
triumphanthymns as “Crown Him with Many
Crowns” and *“All Hail the Power of Jesus’
Name.” That is well and good and reflects
the kings we see in Daniel and in Revelation.
Let’s not forget, however, the cost of becom-
ing that king. It’s been a long time since
Good Friday, and it’s easy to forget that
“sacred head, now wounded.” Remember
that for the writer of the Gospel of John,
Jesus’ enthronement was on the cross, and
the Greek word for “exalted” is the same as
for “lifted up.”

Sometimes we think we deserve all good
things and great blessings because we’ve
been faithful to God. We don’t want to hear

about the cross. Our Good Friday services
are poorly attended because no one wants to
be “depressed.” How can we claim the glory
of Easter without first going to the cross?
How can we expect the kingdom of God to
come in all its glory when we shirk our
responsibilities to help bring in that very
kingdom? Servanthood is not a popular
word today.

Our paraments and vestments today may
bear the symbol of a gold diadem, but never
forget the crown of thorns. Let us shed all
pride so we may be able to listen for Christ’s
voice and know, finally, what truth is. LLS
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Thanksgiving Day
November 27, 1997 U.S.A.

Psalm 126

Joel 2:21-27

1 Timothy 2:1-7
Matthew 6:25-33

First Reading

The Gospel for this Thanksgiving presents
the comprehensive totality of God’s provi-
sion for humanity. The new Revised Com-
mon Lectionary includes three complete sets
oflessons for Thanksgiving observance. The
emphasis in this Gospel lesson shifts from
the previous lectionary’s focus on the di-
verse responses of the ten lepers; we turn our
attention from the human response to the
overwhelming nature of God’s gift.

The pericope does include exhortation.
In fact, it begins with Jesus exhorting his
hearers not to worry. The basis of this
exhortation follows in depth: all the needs to
which we are subject in life are well known
to God, and God supplies them even to the
birds of the air, the grass of the field. Wor-
rying about such things provides no added
benefit; itis God who accomplishes what we
need.

Jesus then shifts the emphasis and urges
an important realignment of human effort:
“But strive first for the kingdom of God and
God’s righteousness, and all these things
will be given to you as well.” This advice
needs careful unpacking, for the words “righ-
teousness” and “kingdom” carry nuances
that are not immediately apparent. As most
Bible students will know, the kingdom
(Bagireia) of God does not refer to a loca-
tion, but rather to an activity of God. The
word kingdom refers to the sovereign rule of
God, not necessarily to those things which
God rules.

“Righteousness” (dtkai1oo0vT)inMat-

thew displays connotations that differ in
important ways from some other New Tes-
tament usages. In Matthew’s Gospel, the
quality of righteousness is a quality of rela-
tionship. It is not primarily a legal attribute
that one achieves by life in accordance with
certain precepts and laws, it has to do rather
with fulfilling obligations derived fromone’s
relation to others, with being a responsible
and responsive member of one’s commu-
nity. The most important relationship in
Matthew’s view is one’s relation to God, so
thatrighteousness overagainst God has todo
with livingappropriately in God’s presence—
and especially with fulfilling God’s will. It
is in this light that Jesus says to John the
Baptist, “It is proper for us in this way to
fulfill all righteousness.”

The startling implication of this dis-
course is that this righteousness is also a gift
provided by God. When we place top prior-
ity on our effort to seck and follow God’s
will, to take our place within God’s sover-
eign rule, we find that our place is God’s gift
to us. When we discover that gift we also
discover that all our other needs are known
and supplied in the economy of God’s gra-
cious and providential rule. PB

Pastoral Reflections

My first sermon in my first parish happened
to fall on Thanksgiving Eve. The parsonage
was undergoing renovation at the time. I had
atoilet (for which I was most thankful!), but
the only running water was in the bathtub.
Kitchen counters were still on order. I was
using a toaster oven for baking. The walls
had not yet been repainted and repapered,
and the wallpaper in my room was a ghastly
green with orange flowers.

Strangely, I remember that time as one
of the happiest in my life. I was newly
ordained. Within weeks I would be newly
engaged. The house, despite its flaws, was
beautiful and spacious. My parishioners




were friendly and gracious. As I sat in the
laundromat watching the first snowfall that
Thanksgiving Eve afternoon, I was brim-
ming with thankfulness. I had no worries
about tomorrow. I looked forward to each
day.

The next Thanksgiving Eve was differ-
ent. Although I was still happy in the parish,
the honeymoon was over. A couple had left
a few weeks before, upset by a sermon I
preached (on loving your neighbor as your-
self!). For the first time in my life, I was in
charge of Thanksgiving dinner. That was
always my mother’srealm. Whatdid Iknow
about turkeys? Not only that, but I had
chosen to make pumpkin pies from scratch,
and I had to get rooms ready to house my
parents, my brother, my mother-in-law and
my brother-in-law. After services, I worried
myself into a frenzy of cooking and clean-
ing. I even cleaned the oven! The night
before Thanksgiving! Was not life more
than food? And wouldn’t these people have
something to eat, even if the turkey never
thawed? But the turkey turned out justright,
and the pies were delicious, and I had never
had anything to worry about.

It seems as if we waste so much energy
wondering what we will eat or drink or wear,
wondering if people like or don’t like us;
wondering if we’ll have a job tomorrow;
planning our days in detail.

Ilike order. Ilike to plan my days. God
has challenged that aspect of my personality
in my two callings—first as journalist, now
as pastor. At 6 a.m. the phone rings. A
parishioner who has had a problem preg-
nancy has just given birth to twins—at 24
weeks’ gestation. As I’m writing a sermon,
the phone rings. A teenager wasinvolved in
a head-on collision and has been taken by
helicopter to the regional trauma center.
During morning devotions, a woman walks
in, crying. She has decided to divorce her
husband.
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At these times, none of us has time to
worry about tomorrow. We are trying to
trust God to lead us through each minute of
each day. We are hoping there is a tomor-
row. We are coping the best we can. Ofien
tomorrow does bring Thanksgiving. The
twins turn one, and we celebrate with a
public recognition of their baptism. Now
they can be marked in oil with the cross of
Christ, given their baptismal candles, pre-
sented to the brothers and sisters who prayed
so faithfully for their survival. The teenager,
whose chances for survival seem slim the
day of the crash, on the morrow surprises us
by opening his eyes and saying, “Hi, you
guys!” The couple on the verge of divorce
decide to seek professional counseling and
find ways to love one another again. Even
when the outcome is more tragic, however, I
thank God for providing people to be present
in our deepest needs and for knowing what’s
in our hearts when our moans are too deep
for words.

I spent my youth worrying about my
height, and here I am, still five-foot-one.
That worrying didn’t add an inch. This
Thanksgiving, instead of worrying, I will
give thanks that we have family to cook and
clean for, that we're healthy, that we’re
breathing. And I will remind myself of the
words of Angelo Roncalli, known better as
Pope John the 23rd: “Whoisin charge of the
world, you or God? Very well, then. Sleep,
Angelo.” LLS
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